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ABSTRACT 
 

Title: Mythical Performativity in Neoliberal Education: The Curse of Ofsted and Other 

Monstrous Tales  

Author: Diann Hanson 

 

Mythical Performativity in Neoliberal Education: The Curse of Ofsted and Other Monstrous 

Tales conducts an innovative investigation into neoliberal educational policy and its 

enactment through Ofsted and school leadership practices. Through its focus on a secondary 

school requiring special measures intervention following an ‘unsatisfactory’ Ofsted 

inspection outcome, it examines the role of ‘super head’ leadership in embedding neoliberal 

identities of success in failing schools. The research takes an original theoretical and 

methodological approach by exploring the role of myth in such ideologically driven practices. 

This proposes that mythical performances are observable in the positioning of head teachers 

as ‘rescuing heroes’ in failing schools and questions the monstrous effects of Ofsted-driven 

transformational practices on lived experience in school communities. Through a novel 

reading of the research data through the concept of plasticity, the thesis considers the 

interdependent relationship between discourse and mythical performativity in informing and 

sustaining ideological principles and normative social structures. It investigates how claims 

made to objectivity and scientific method in educational practices are, paradoxically, 

bolstered through enactments of mythical archetype. The research further examines the role 

of myth in naturalising neoliberal frameworks, rendering alternative socio-economic forms as 

invisible and absent from collective consciousness. This qualitative study revitalises its 

ethnographic roots by engaging with plasticity as method, informing a textured analysis of 

interview and documentary data secured from teaching staff, pupils, and operational 

documents at the school. Pupil responses develop investigation of identity and the heroic, 

providing points of comparison with the fabricated identity of neoliberal success modelled 

through the school leadership and its strategies of improvement. By proposing an 

interdependent relationship between myth, discourse, mythical performativity and ideology, 

this thesis extends understanding of the process of transforming failing schools and offers 

wider insight into structures that sustain social and economic power structures and 

inequalities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis analyses the special measures process put in place following an Ofsted inspection 

in a single secondary school in a socio-economically deprived town in the north of England. 

To maintain research anonymity, the school is referred to as Saint School throughout the 

thesis. My research considers the mythical performativity of the executive leadership team 

who were drafted in to ‘improve’ the school, and that of the operational ethos under their 

control. While not claiming to provide a generalisable account of the process, the thesis 

considers the ambiguities of the neoliberal narrative that underpins current educational 

policy, focusing on the paradoxical relationship between the construction of objective 

accountability systems and the mythical foundations in which I argue they are embodied. 

This thesis also questions the monstrous nature of the inspection regime and the 

organisational constructs that seek to de-contextualise the special measures school from its 

historical and socio-economic circumstances. 

 Employing a qualitative framework that includes interpretive methods, semi-

structured interviews with pupil and staff, and my own ‘insider’ experiences from the socio-

cultural position of working as a teacher at the school, I seek to develop a rich, multi-

disciplinary exploration that weaves a tapestry from sociological, psychological, and cultural 

studies perspectives. The thesis therefore draws upon a range of theoretical concepts, 

including Jungian archetypal theory (Jung 2014) and the work of mythologist Joseph 

Campbell (Campbell 19881, 19882, 2001,2004). A range of texts from classical mythology 

and myth-themed fiction provide a lens through which mythical performativity is explored; 

and considered to be reflected in the practices and procedures at ‘Saint School’ while under 

an Ofsted special measures grading. 
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

To provide cogent debate of the central arguments presented throughout my thesis, it is 

necessary to clarify the key terms that underpin the research and form the thesis title. 

Performativity  

This thesis rests on the concept of performativity and how it underpins the organisation and 

practice of education in the UK, with particular focus on the implementation of special 

measures procedures. 

 Ruitenberg (2007) describes performativity as having a ‘knotted trajectory’, with 

differing interpretations that meet and intersect to provide layered meaning. She argues that 

‘the signifier “performative” has no single meaning that could be called “true” or “original” 

and is always open to (intentional or unintentional) re-inscription with new meaning’ 

(2007:260). While it may defy a neat definition, Ruitenberg delineates two central strands of 

performativity, theatrical and discursive, which she argues are not mutually exclusive. 

Theatrical performativity refers to physical enactment or performance that can for 

example be observed in plays, in cultural events related to music and sport and in political 

and justice contexts. Worthen (2003:3) defines dramatic performativity as ‘the relationship 

between the verbal text and the conventions of behaviour that give it meaningful force as 

performed action’. Worthen argues that text, the written form from which dramatic 

performance is made visible, has for too long been privileged in the relationship between 

author and enactment. Citing the example of delivering a conference paper, Worthen 

challenges the view that dramatic performance is merely a mimetic act, one where the 

discursive performativity rests with the author. The production of a conference paper, in its 

journey to being performed or read out, is subject to action from publishers, design and 

format parameters, peer reviews and other actions that are in relationship with, but are outside 

of, authorial meaning (Worthen 2003:17). In the production of a stage performance, theatrical 
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practices ‘lend force, behavioural force, to the text’ (Worthen 2003:23), contesting the view 

of Austin, who introduced the word ‘performativity’ to language studies, that ‘a performative 

utterance will…be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said by an actor on the stage, or if 

introduced in a poem, or spoken in soliloquy’ (Austin 1962:20-21) 

One definition of the term discourse states that it is ‘a mode of organising knowledge, 

ideas, or experience that is rooted in language and its concrete contexts (such as history or 

institutions)’1. It follows that structural power relationships in any given context will shape, 

remodel and reform discourse. Butler (1993:12) explains that discursive performativity is a 

layered process through which norms become embedded in social action through repeated 

discourse. The origins of such social, political, and economic norms are obscured as they 

become taken for granted, everyday conventions: 

 

Performativity is … not a singular “act,” for it is always a reiteration of a norm or a 

set of norms, and to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it 

conceals or dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition. 

 

From Butler’s statement, Ruitenberg (2007:265) develops her own definition, stating that 

‘discursive performativity means that a subject is performatively produced by the discourse in 

which he or she participates’. 

It is where these two strands of dramatic/theatrical and discursive performativity meet 

that I can position my concept of mythical performativity. The points of integration occur 

where the theatrical/dramatic performance and discursive performativity mesh, the dramatic 

performance can only ever occur as a discursive practice, as it contributes to the 

sedimentation and gradual change the meaning of a prevailing discourse. Ruitenberg 

(2007:265) argues that teaching is a performance that has discursive performative force, the 

                                                
1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/discourse 
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discourse of what constitutes the teaching role being repeated and changed within the 

parameters of that discourse. 

However, discursive practice is not wholly deterministic; changes and challenges 

arise that prevent faithful copying of a discursive norm. Performance management structures 

in education seek to regulate the discursive practice of the teaching role, with performance 

related pay creating a sanction and reward system for repetitious performativity of a given 

discourse. Ball (2000) suggests that the discourse of power embedded in performance 

management structures of public sector organisations arises from ownership of control over 

judgements of worth and value: 

The performances (of individual subjects or organisations) serve as measures of 

productivity or output, or displays of 'quality', or 'moments' of promotion (there is a 

felicititous ambiguity around this word) or inspection. They stand for, encapsulate or 

represent the worth, quality or value of an individual or organisation within a field of 

judgement (Ball 2000:1). 

 

Ball explains how performance management practices contribute to the concept of 

performativity, stating that he uses the term ‘not just to refer to systems of performance 

management or the deployment of performance indicators but rather to the complex and 

powerful relationships between such indicators and management systems and teacher identity 

and professionalism’ (Ball 2016:1052). Ball’s focus on power in the debate on the privileging 

and regulation of specific discursive practices provides an opening into the theoretical 

relationship between myth, discourse and ideology that underpins my thesis. This point will 

be fully articulated throughout the thesis, but an explanation of my use of the term mythical 

performativity is required here to provide clarity to my hypothesis. 
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Mythical performativity  

The title of my thesis begins with the term mythical performativity. An explanation of this 

concept will provide clarity of understanding and position the performative practices engaged 

in transforming a failing school within a multi-disciplinary framework. 

 In agreement with Ruitenberg (2007) that dramatic and discursive performativity 

intersect, my thesis argues that the practices and policies of reform and the behaviours 

(performances) of the executive leadership team appointed following the special measures 

grading of Saint School, present specific enactments within neoliberal educational discourse. 

These enactments encompass saviour and hero roles and the bestowing of gifts of expertise. 

My observation of such performances leads me to build on Jung’s (2014) theoretical 

framework of archetypes and Campbell’s (1988) delineation of the hero’s journey, to analyse 

the way in which consensus and compliance with new practices is sought by the executive 

head teacher and his team.  

Theoretical discussion of the performance of mythical narrative, such as Gabriel’s 

(2016) study of performativity of gender in ancient Greece; and Arrizon’s (2000) exploration 

of the powerful influence of the myth of Aztlán on Chicano identity, consolidate the position 

of myth in discourse and its continuation into contemporary debate. They reveal that my 

work on mythical performativity is historically and culturally embedded. Further, they show 

how the discourse engendered through myth presents an enactment or performativity, as 

Arrizon explains when she states that ‘for Chicano nationalists, Aztlán’s spiritual reality 

helps combat racism and exploitation, while its physical reality justifies contemporary efforts 

to reclaim this lost land’. (Arrizon 2000:23)  

However, the definition of mythical performativity that I utilise in this thesis takes a 

further step. It analyses how mythical enactment leaks into the neoliberal educational 

discourse that claims rootedness in a rational, measurable: and standardised worldview; one 
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that embeds concepts of value in the relationships and practices in schools and their 

communities. I question how and why mythical themes show such historical and cultural 

resilience. Even as political ideologies constantly transform and mutate, the impulse to enact 

recurring mythical narrative persists. It is here that my interpretation of mythical 

performativity draws on Jungian archetype theory in examining the nature of mythical 

impetus in structures of power.  

    Jung’s belief that archetypal patterns are innate in the psyche provides a pervasive 

understanding of myth that informs my exploration of mythical practices in the regulation of 

human behaviour. In applying this understanding of mythical pervasiveness within a specific 

contextual narrative, I examine practices at Saint School within a contemporary discourse of 

neoliberalism. I argue that the central discourse of power that underpins mythical narrative, in 

its quest to sediment norms and values, remains. Jung argues that while the context of such 

discourses of power may differ, the patterns of their enactment in social and political action 

are hard wired into human behaviour. Investigation of this point is beyond the remit of this 

thesis but the labour that myth performs in sustaining ideological principles can be examined. 

My use of the term mythical performativity analyses the extent to which neoliberal 

discourse, and its reflection in social action, engage with the discourses of power visible in 

mythical narrative. My thesis considers how mythical performativity is utilised in seeking 

acceptance of, and compliance with, new working practices at Saint School and questions the 

success of its de-contextualised implementation.  

Ofsted 

In this section I include historical detail about the evolution of the inspection process in 

English schools. This provides contextual understanding of the increasing power of the 

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) to define educational success and to impose 

sanctions on those schools deemed to be underperforming. Such detail also positions my 
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research, and the school where it takes place, within a wider historical and political context 

related to inspection. 

Ofsted was formed under the Education (Schools) Act (1992) to provide an efficient 

inspection service for schools in England and Wales. It now has wide ranging responsibility 

for inspecting childminders, registered nannies, nurseries, pre-schools, schools, colleges of 

further education, initial teacher training and the full range of children’s services. From April 

2021 it will also inspect university courses offered as Level 6 and 7 apprenticeships. This 

illustrates the extent of Ofsted’s power, it rules without question over a single domain,  

Ofsted was created following years of debate about reform of school inspection 

services, in an environment of growing criticism of the education provided by English state 

(government funded) schools. Between the 1944 Education Act and the creation of Ofsted in 

1992, schools were inspected by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI), though HMI had existed 

prior to this from as early as 1839 in a variety of advisory roles to government (Elliot 2012). 

The Rayner Report on the role of HMI, commissioned in 1982 by then- Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher ‘to examine specific policies, activities or functions and in the process to 

question all aspects of the work normally taken for granted, with a view to recommendations 

to achieve savings and increased efficiency and effectiveness’ (DES 1982:1) described the 

threefold function of the inspectorate. Its purpose was to ensure education funding was being 

used appropriately, to provide information to government about the state of schools on which 

education policy could be based, and to support and advise those involved in the running of 

schools.  

The Rayner Report (1982) followed the publication of two ground- breaking surveys 

by HMI into primary and secondary schools (DES 1978, DES 1979) which provided the 

groundwork for a national curriculum to standardise teaching of core subjects. The surveys 
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found a variance in the standard of provision of effective subject content in schools across 

England and Wales, a weakness that would fuel a growing debate about curbing teacher 

autonomy. Although concerns about disparities in the quality of education on offer across 

England and Wales arose throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s, it was a speech by Labour Prime 

Minister James Callaghan in 1976 that consolidated those concerns into a central, wide 

reaching debate. Callaghan (Ruskin College Oxford, 18 October 1976) addressed the skills 

deficit, calling for greater partnership between education and industry so that the needs of 

employers and economy were more adequately met.  He highlighted the male gender bias in 

the uptake of science and technology courses at all levels, argued that parents were often 

unhappy with ‘informal’ teaching methods and questioned the depth of subject knowledge 

that these delivered. The speech further focused on more robust monitoring of efficient use of 

resources and funding.  

The desire for greater government oversight and parental choice in education was 

made clear, alongside support for a national curriculum that would take responsibility for 

determining teaching content out of the hands of teachers. A standardised curriculum would 

allow for universal standards against which performance of schools could be monitored and 

measured, alluded to in Callaghan’s question of ‘what is the proper way of monitoring the use 

of resources in order to maintain a proper national standard of performance; then there is the 

role of the inspectorate in relation to national standards?’. 

While Callaghan was seen to praise teachers at points in this speech, he placed 

education at the heart of economic and political reforms that would eventually erode the 

autonomy of schools and the relationship between education and inspection regimes. By 

1992, many of Callaghan’s views had been absorbed into a framework of reform of 

education, led by successive Conservative governments. The Education (Schools) Act 1992 
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would reduce HMI to a monitoring role, with new teams of inspectors under the authority of 

an HCMI (Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools) taking on HMI’s inspection duties. 

Ofsted were to decide the timings of all inspections and would also choose the teams sent into 

schools. Under the leadership of Stewart Sutherland (HMCI) the inspection process gathered 

pace and by 1994, every school in England had been inspected and assessed against a scale of 

seven grades ranging from excellent to very poor (Elliot 2012). The mythology of how to 

respond to conditions of decline and rot, are already moving into place. 

 In 1994, Sutherland was replaced by Chris Woodhead, a leader who would steer 

Ofsted along a path that would create conflict with teaching unions and lay the ground for a 

far more adversarial relationship between schools and inspection teams. Woodhead did not 

believe that socio-economic factors should be considered a factor in educational achievement, 

nor did he recognise the many challenges that high numbers of pupils with special 

educational needs placed on staff and resources. Teacher training now came under the 

inspection regime, creating greater influence over the role of teachers, with the scope of 

Ofsted widening in the following decade to include child protection services. Woodhead’s 

views persist; the document that dictates the measurement of academic success for secondary 

schools in the UK covers 53 pages, much of it containing mathematical formulae and the 

procedures to be followed to ascertain pupil progress from quantitative data. (DoE 2018). 

Social inequality is whitewashed from the picture, the pupil a tabula rasa on which ‘effective’ 

teaching and ‘rigorous’ testing can produce the same results, regardless of individual or 

geographical differences in wealth, social class and cultural capital. It is on such data that 

Ofsted makes decisions on when to inspect a school. Similarly, increasingly arcane methods 

of measuring academic progress have bleached out what teachers can describe from their 

daily teaching experience - that learning can be affected by multi-factorial issues that impact 
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on a child’s physical and emotional well-being. The rationale for a ‘one size fits all’ approach 

to educational achievement and progress is summed up in one paragraph: 

We will put an end to the current ‘contextual value added’ (CVA) measure. This 

measure attempts to quantify how well a school does with its pupil population 

compared to pupils with similar characteristics nationally. However, the measure is 

difficult for the public to understand, and recent research shows it to be a less strong 

predictor of success than raw attainment measures. It also has the effect of expecting 

different levels of progress from different groups of pupils on the basis of their ethnic 

background, or family circumstances, which we think is wrong in principle. (DfE 

2010:68, 6.12)   

The inclusion of the word ‘expecting’ in this statement creates a negative perception of 

schools in socio-economically deprived areas, suggesting that they assume failure or low 

attainment. The insinuation creates diversion from any interrogation regarding the root causes 

of social inequalities and deprivation. It is from this standpoint that the machinations of 

neoliberal2 educational strategies and policies analysed in this thesis can begin to be 

understood, a standpoint that at its heart ‘identifies teachers and their traditional protections 

as the obstacle to market-based efficiencies’ (Levidow 2006:243). The mythical landscape of 

social mobility and market-based education is framed as the antidote to socio-economic 

inequality. 

Sir Michael Wilshaw took over the role of HMCI in 2011, by which time schools 

were well versed in the requirement to complete an annually reviewed Self Evaluation Form 

(SEF) and make this available to Ofsted. The SEF audits and grades strengths and 

weaknesses of the school, supported by data from internal lesson observations, examination 

and assessment results, pupil attendance and a plethora of monitoring outcomes. Ofsted will 

decide during inspection if the SEF is accurately and robustly evidenced, if proposed action 

plans to address areas of weakness are fit for purpose and if the school has capacity to 

improve. Focus on the effectiveness of senior leadership within the school assists Ofsted in 

                                                
2 This term is explained in the following section of this chapter. 
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making grading decisions, which had changed from the four- point scale of 1 (Outstanding), 2 

(Good), 3 (Satisfactory) and 4 (Inadequate) utilised from 2005-2009, with Satisfactory being 

replaced by Requires Improvement.  

At this time, no-notice inspections were considered but later rejected. However, a 

letter from Wilshaw sent to all head teachers in July 2014 stated that under given 

circumstances, inspections could take place without the usual half- day notice. These criteria 

included rapidly declining standards, concerns about safeguarding (including a decline in the 

standards of pupils’ behaviour and the ability of staff to maintain discipline), serious 

complaints from parents or staff, concerns about standards of leadership or governance and 

concerns about the breadth and balance of the curriculum (including where the statutory 

requirement to publish information to parents is not met) (Appendix 1). It was following this 

announcement that Saint School received a telephone call in the first week of September 

2014, informing the head teacher that an Ofsted inspection team would be arriving in twenty 

minutes.  

The Education Act 2011 and the Academies Act 2010 had already accelerated wide- 

ranging reforms in the education system, giving the state greater powers to intervene where 

schools were deemed to be failing. A Grade 4 Inadequate Ofsted inspection outcome in 2014 

placed a school into ‘requiring special measures to secure improvement’ across four focus 

areas of pupil achievement: quality of teaching, leadership and management, and behaviour 

and safety. These were replaced in 2020 with quality of education, behaviour and attitudes, 

personal development, and leadership and management (House of Commons Briefing Paper 

2020). Section 44 of the Education Act 2005 states that a school is considered to require 

special measures if ‘it is failing to give its pupils an acceptable standard of education and the 
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persons responsible for leading, managing or governing are not demonstrating the capacity to 

secure the necessary improvement in the school’3. 

Schools placed under special measures receive up to five monitoring visits from an 

HMI who has the power to move a school out of the Inadequate grading. If this has not 

happened within 24 months, the school will undergo a full Ofsted inspection again. It is usual 

practice for the same HMI team to monitor and advise on the school’s progress throughout 

this period4. Saint School was monitored by two separate HMI teams after the first HMI 

stepped down. There followed months of waiting for follow- up monitoring visits which did 

not happen due to lack of oversight from Ofsted. This delay took Saint School into 2016 still 

under special measures. The Education and Adoption Act 2016 states that academy 

conversion is mandatory when a local education authority (LEA) maintained school is rated 

inadequate, Saint School now falls under this directive. The school has also been placed 

under the management of an Interim Executive Board (IEB), just one of the powers open to a 

Secretary of State when a school is deemed inadequate.5 The effect and outcomes of these 

events underpin the research presented in this thesis. They illustrate the way in which 

inspection regimes structure the landscape of education. A critical analysis of the role of 

Ofsted is addressed in the Literature Review.  

Neoliberalism and education 

Neoliberalism is an amorphous concept, a full discussion of which is beyond the remit of this 

thesis. Its meaning encompasses political, economic, philosophical, sociological, and 

                                                
3 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843108/Schoo

l_inspection_handbook_-_section_5.pdf p.33 
4 

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/21725/1/Monitoring_inspections_of_schools_that_are_subject_to_special_measures_from

_September_2012.pdf p.5 
5 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/922910/schoo

ls_causing_concern1.pdf p.24 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843108/School_inspection_handbook_-_section_5.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843108/School_inspection_handbook_-_section_5.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/21725/1/Monitoring_inspections_of_schools_that_are_subject_to_special_measures_from_September_2012.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/21725/1/Monitoring_inspections_of_schools_that_are_subject_to_special_measures_from_September_2012.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/922910/schools_causing_concern1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/922910/schools_causing_concern1.pdf
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historical theoretical frameworks. However, it is necessary to include a general definition of 

the term and to contextualise the consequences of neoliberal ideology for educational policy 

and practice. The summary of neoliberalism from Thorsen and Lie (nd), while not all-

encompassing, underpins arguments set out in this thesis that the experiences of Saint School 

and its employees result from what Hill (2006:107) describes as ‘the restructuring of the 

schooling and education systems across the world [which] is part of the ideological and 

policy offensive by neoliberal capital.’ 

Neoliberalism is, as we see it, a loosely demarcated set of political beliefs which most 

prominently and prototypically include the conviction that the only legitimate purpose 

of the state is to safeguard individual, especially commercial, liberty, as well as strong 

private property rights…Neoliberalism generally also includes the belief that freely 

adopted market mechanisms are the optimal way of organising all exchanges of goods 

and services. Free markets and free trade will, it is believed, set free the creative 

potential and the entrepreneurial spirit which is built into the spontaneous order of  

any human society, and thereby lead to more individual liberty and well-being, and a 

more efficient allocation of resources…Individuals are also seen as being solely 

responsible for the consequences of the choices and decisions they freely make: 

instances of inequality and glaring social injustice are morally acceptable, at least to 

the degree in which they could be seen as the result of freely made decisions.  

(Thorsen & Lie [nd]) 

 

Educational reform and restructuring therefore embody practices that seek to ensure the 

actualisation of neoliberal objectives, practices which Hursh (2006:18) suggests have the two 

overarching functions of legitimation and accumulation. Reforms develop the illusion that the 

fault for differences in educational achievement and ensuing socio-economic inequality lies 

with individual institutions or teachers. Wide- ranging and continuous reforms create the 

perception that the education system is being ‘fixed’ by government intervention, 

legitimating its position as proactive in addressing social and economic disparities. Further, 

reforms are publicised as the means to address ineffectiveness in education caused through 
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inefficient resource management, generating a belief in the minds of the electorate that cuts to 

school budgets are not only necessary but are in fact the duty of a responsible government. 

I subscribe to Ball’s (2016:1046-1047) dichotomy between lower -case ‘n’ and capital 

‘N’ neoliberalism which he explains as: 

I will consider neoliberalism mainly with a lower-case n rather than a capital N. That 

is, rather than the economy and economic policy, I will discuss interpersonal 

relations, identity and subjectivity, how we value ourselves and value others, how we 

think about what we do, and why we do it. 

 

Much of my thesis refers to this ‘lower case n’ neoliberalism but also considers the wider 

Neoliberal context within which Saint School is positioned.  

RATIONALE 

 

Context of the research   

Recent reform to budget-setting formulae for schools in the UK has seen an average cut to 

secondary school finances of £185,200 by 20206. For Saint School, this figure is a projected 

£328,517 loss when comparing funding between 2015 and 2020. In 2017, sixteen members of 

staff at Saint School accepted voluntary redundancy packages. This process continues into 

2018, with redundancies again being promoted as an economic necessity. The resulting 

financial insecurity that this creates is just the latest in a slew of changes to both operational 

and conceptual structures at Saint School, the culmination of the effects of the Ofsted 

inspection that took place in 2014. 

                                                

6 https://schoolcuts.org.uk/#!/ 

 

https://schoolcuts.org.uk/#!/
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Prior to this point, Saint School had historically been oversubscribed and had stable 

staffing with little turnover. Some had been employed since it opened in the 1970s, a school 

that was at the heart of a small-town community, where three generations of families had 

typically attended and with whose social circumstances staff were familiar. This created an 

educational context where teacher/parent relationships were productive, as Hursh (2006) 

describes: 

Without wanting to romanticize the benefits of local schooling, in the past, when 

pupil attended the schools in their own neighbourhood, they and their parents shared 

responsibility with others for the quality of the school. (2006:19) 

 

Saint School had not found itself competing for pupils to the extent that other local secondary 

schools had up until 2014, mainly because of its position as the sole Christian faith 

establishment in the area and the consequent loyalties that this engendered among Catholic 

families. In the academic year 2014-15, Year 7 intake in the school was 186 with a waiting 

list. By 2017-18, this figure had fallen to 134. What has been observed at Saint School 

between those dates has been an ongoing example of marketisation in education, the overall 

ethos of the school being remodelled to align with business methods and values, no longer 

focused on individual pupil but on their value as economic units. A report prepared by the 

LSE for the Growth Commission epitomises the prioritising of the economic edifice on which 

educational establishments consider pupils as ‘outputs’: 

Growth depends on improving human capital and this starts with higher quality 

teaching in schools. We propose a flexible system for education, which gives schools 

greater autonomy and the ability to grow within a national accountability framework. 

(Bagaria et al n/d: 6) 

 

While education has always been reformed to meet economic needs, it is under neoliberal 

ideology that schools themselves become subject to market forces, and therefore target-led, to 
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such an all -embracing extent. Saint School had, until the Ofsted grading of special measures 

in 2014, perhaps naively believed that as a faith school they could still maintain the values of 

teaching as a vocation, as encapsulated in this statement from The Catholic Truth Society 

(2012): 

‘…the Gospel of life and the dignity of the human person it promotes should be 

experienced in the pastoral care, support and guidance given by the school to its 

pupils and the equal dignity with which those who have special educational needs and 

disabilities are befriended and treated.’ (2012:24) 

 

Saint School had a well-staffed mentoring team, specifically employed to support children 

with emotional or behavioural difficulties, as well as an SEN department that had been 

graded Outstanding in the last three Ofsted inspections. By 2018, little of the support that was 

available to pupil in 2014 still existed; anything beyond statutory requirements for SEN had 

been curtailed and mentoring structures are now academically focused and carried out by 

teachers. 

This thesis analyses the processes by which such rupturing of long-held values is 

executed, as well as the ideological mythos that accompany those values. It argues that the 

drive to rebuild Saint School, morphing it into something unrecognisable from its former self, 

is woven through with contradiction and a paradoxical reliance on narratives older than 

business logic. Caught in the tentacles of Ofsted and an executive leadership team, it becomes 

increasingly clear that Saint School has little defence against the ‘dark arts’ of neoliberal 

economic omnipresence, as suggested by Brosio (2006:x): 

The kind of education that most teachers, pupil, and the public want is not possible 

unless the political forms of democracy are able to intrude into the economy itself as 

well as throughout the entire social system. Education for democratic empowerment, 

socioeconomic justice, respect for diversity, and making it more possible to act 

altruistically—if not “caringly”—must be in correspondence with societies that are 

characterized by these ideals, goals, actions, and realities. (Brosio 2006: x) 
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The market mechanisms outlined by Thorsen and Lie, cited as producing greater 

effectiveness in the allocation of resources, depend on data. Benchmarks must be developed 

to allow for comparisons between schools, creating competition and the reification of supply 

and demand mechanisms. The gradual decoupling of local authorities from their 

responsibility for statutory education, to enable the transfer of schools to corporate 

jurisdiction under academy and free school ownership, has been underpinned with statistical 

justifications for no-notice Ofsted inspections and forced academisation. It is in this quasi-

marketised environment that Saint School became the focus of such an Ofsted visit in 2014. 

As a teacher in the school since 2010, I approach this thesis with my personal, and therefore 

far from value-free stance, seeking to provide rich data from this lived experience. 

Personal rationale 

This thesis brings together various areas of interest, building on a small-scale piece of 

research begun in 2014, exploring why many of my pupils at that time were so enamoured 

with the ‘vegetarian’ vampires in the Twilight (Meyer 2011) books and films. The discussions 

I heard in my classroom suggested that the mythical themes in such narratives resonated with 

the lived experience of pupil and that the hero figure can be a mutable concept. 

My personal interest in myth and fantasy stories had begun many years earlier. As a 

child I avidly read The Hobbit (Tolkien 2001), Lord of the Rings (Tolkien 1965), The 

Earthsea Trilogy (Le Guin 1979) and tales of King Arthur in The Crystal Cave (Stewart 

2002); and would watch television programmes about ancient Egypt, Glastonbury, 

Stonehenge and Roman gods. In my teens, I remember watching schlocky Hammer vampire 

films starring Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee (Horror of Dracula 1958, The Brides of 

Dracula 1960) and loved the music of bands like Led Zeppelin whose Immigrant Song (Led 

Zeppelin III, Atlantic Records 1970) with its lyrics about Valhalla and Hammer of the Gods 
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recently featured on the soundtrack of the film Thor: Ragnarok (Marvel/Walt Disney 2017). I 

enjoyed the symbolism of the band’s artwork on their album covers: the ‘unnamed’ Led 

Zeppelin IV portrayed each band member as a runic characterisation, some taken from the 

occult Book of Signs (Koch 1958), and the inner sleeve depicting The Hermit tarot card, all of 

which led to much debate among my friendship group at the time. I was therefore enthusiastic 

about understanding how contemporary versions of mythos were similarly eliciting debate at 

Saint School. 

Shortly after I had started my research into the user-friendly, new millennial 

incarnation of the vampire, an Ofsted inspection placed Saint School into special measures, 

requiring the support of an executive leadership team. Whereas the traditional vampire must 

be invited to cross the threshold of would-be victims, no such courtesy is offered by its 

imposed ‘saviours’ when a school is deemed to be failing. 

While being just as concerned as other colleagues about the school’s future and of the 

portrayal of a whole staff as ‘failures’, I am intrigued by the focus on processes and symbolic 

reinvention that accompany the changes to practice at Saint School. Recurring themes 

became apparent; the positioning of the executive head teacher as a rescuing hero created 

ambivalence when viewed from the point of view of a beleaguered staff. It was a brief break-

time conversation with a colleague, who stated that they felt like ‘the life was being sucked 

out of [them]’ because they were so tired, that eventually focused my research on exploring 

the changes to Saint School through the reverberations of the mythical and the archetypal.  

This decision highlighted the struggle that I experience, in questioning my own 

identity as a teacher, and that of the school and its pupils, as the special measures process laid 

bare the neoliberal ethos of intense accountability, surveillance, and micro-management. The 

‘system’ itself is made infallible; the executive team sidesteps personal responsibility for the 
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emotional upheaval that ensues in instigating apparently ‘value-free’ government policy. The 

changes and their effects on staff, articulated through a framework of mythical 

performativity, allow me to unravel the motivations of the executive leadership team in a 

context that has meaning to me, allowing me to maintain a sense of control over a situation in 

which I feel increasingly powerless. My thesis therefore reflects the multi-disciplinary fields 

within which this multifactorial research resides. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The central focus of my thesis questions the position of mythical performativity in the 

implementation of neoliberal educational practices. This results in a multidisciplinary 

approach that embraces contributions from a wide range of perspectives. It is vital to consider 

the breadth of existing research that informs, influences, and contributes to the debates 

presented in this thesis. 

My thesis rests on theoretical investigations of myth, exploring its role in the 

maintenance of belief and social control as well as the Jungian argument about the 

universality of the archetypal nature of mythical practice. The position of power structures 

and relationships that ultimately shape acceptance of mythical belief are approached through 

politically charged investigation of ideology. Cultural and media representations of mythical 

tropes provide additional fruitful insights into the role of the hero and the monstrous in 

contemporary lived experience. As my research is based in a secondary school which has 

been graded as requiring special measures by Ofsted, it is necessary to investigate current 

educational policy and its goals through its location in wider neoliberal ideology. This 

necessitates critical analysis of the remit of Ofsted and its claims to political independence. A 

critical positioning of theories around social class and education in this thesis provide insight 

into the privileging of specific policy and process decisions made by an executive leadership 

team at Saint School. Contributions from the sociology of education that are underpinned by 

research into systemic class bias and inequality provide a valuable theoretical framework in 

which my own research sits.  

Myth 

The thesis is underpinned by an understanding that there can be no definitive explanation of 

what is meant by ‘myth’. In Theorizing Myth, Lincoln (1999) suggests that to expound such 
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definition would be misleading and would distort the foundations of research into myth. He 

focuses therefore on exploring ‘some of the ways this word, concept and category have been 

used and to identify the most dramatic shifts that occurred in their status and usage’ (Lincoln 

1999: ix). It is this approach that allows an investigation less of the myth itself but rather of 

the power base from which that myth springs and is disseminated.  

Lincoln (1999) explains that the word ‘myth’ itself is a mutable concept, tracing its 

historical roots through Ancient Greece and Rome and considering the effects of social 

change on its status, especially against that of ‘logos’, which, far from its modern usage to 

suggest rationality, was considered to refer to ‘shady speech acts; those of seduction, 

beguilement and deception, through which structural inferiors outwitted those who held 

power over them’ (Lincoln 1999:x). It is important therefore to explore and clarify the way in 

which these concepts are positioned within the research at both micro and macro levels of 

cognisance, and how the insights they afford shape the overall presentation of the research. I 

argue that myth retains a primary purpose, in personal, institutional, and wider societal 

contexts. Despite the cultural privileging of the scientific, the position of myth is pivotal to 

the ongoing contest for control of the symbolic through ideology. 

Myths and their significance have given rise to multi-disciplinary debate across the 

fields of sociology, anthropology, psychology, cosmology, theology, literature and beyond. 

The functional aspect expounded by Durkheim (1961), in considering the symbolic content of 

myths as a reflection of the social structure and as embodying social values, is criticised for 

its dependence on consensus within the construction and maintenance of social relationships. 

Structural anthropologist Levi Strauss (1966) takes a positivist slant and produces a 

methodological approach that seeks to uncover the myth as ‘a device for “mediating 

contradictions” or “oppositions” as experienced by men’ (Cohen 1969:346). The creation of 
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such oppositions is considered a natural intellectual process, whereby ‘binary 

discriminations’ (Cohen 1969:347) allow for philosophical and psychological thought 

processes that transcend the concrete classification of opposites. Psychological theories of 

myth (Jung 2014, Freud 1995) consider the significance of the archetypal and of the hidden 

and repressed within the content of the mythical narrative and its relevance to the 

unconscious in the structure of social relationships. These theorists explore how myth 

describes, explains and justifies class/cultural distinctions, positioning myth as a mechanism 

in creating and maintaining social order. 

There are elements within each of these perspectives that resonate with my own 

research. In her discussion of the work of Schrempp (1992; 2002; 2012, 2014), Magoulick 

(n.d.) suggests that ‘myths seem to offer us symbolic resources we need to communicate’. I 

argue that the battle for the symbolic representations of educational ‘success’ rests on 

ideological arguments that purport to have a scientific, measurable basis, while remaining 

wedded to the mythical. Schrempp (2012) expresses this point as ‘You don’t have to look 

very hard to see that 2000 years later, the booming genre of popular science is still having 

trouble resisting mythic impulse’. Further, where such mythical underpinning can be 

observed in neoliberal education policies and strategies, it is obfuscated by pseudo-scientific 

rationales that are employed to justify the seemingly irrational. Doniger (2000:2) 

encapsulates this process when she states that ‘a myth is above all a story that is believed, 

believed to be true, and […] people continue to believe it in the face of sometimes massive 

evidence that it is, in fact, a lie’. Similar themes are explored by Lincoln (1999) in his 

discussion of the philosopher Democritus, who argued that false stories, pseudea, were 

disseminated by mythoplasteontes, or ‘myth fabricators’, communicated as sacred truths to a 

populace unable to prove otherwise. Lincoln stresses that Democritus did not seek to 

undermine the authority of true myth, stating that ‘he denounces not “myth” but those who 
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fabricate falsehoods (the plasteontes of pseudea), which they pass off to the foolish as sacred 

truths (mythoi)’ (Lincoln 1999:30). 

  While not suggesting that neoliberal ideologies are explicitly passed off as sacred or 

imbued with the divine, I argue that the process of moulding information for public 

consumption, utilising the structures by which myth is socially and culturally internalised, 

can be observed in contemporary ideological practices. This process is rooted in power and 

control over knowledge, promoting and privileging some socio-political narratives over 

others in a constant state of vigilance to ensure that contesting ideologies are effectively 

undermined.         

Perhaps one of the most wide-ranging contributors to this interdisciplinary debate 

regarding the universality of the mythical comes from Campbell (2001), who suggests that 

mythology has the four basic functions of the mystical, the cosmological, the sociological, 

and the pedagogical. This delineation creates a multi-factorial approach that is significant for 

the layered structure of my own research. Campbell’s mystical function engages the 

transcendent, holy, and sacred elements of mythos, informing analysis of the way that the 

omniscient and divine became a symbolic combat zone in the context of my own study in a 

faith-based secondary school. Closely tied to this element, the cosmological function of myth 

can ‘present an image of the cosmos that will maintain your sense of mystical awe and 

explain everything that you come into contact within the universe around you’ (Campbell 

2004:7-8). It is here that Campbell outlines the way in which scientific knowledge and 

understanding is interwoven with mystical, metaphysical awe regarding the place of 

humanity in the universe, reminding us that science itself should not become the object of 

veneration.  
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Campbell believes that it is the sociological function that is currently privileged, 

stating: 

There’s another function, and that’s the sociological one, of validating or maintaining 

a certain society. That is the side of the thing that has taken over in our world. Ethical 

laws, the laws of life in the society, all of Yahweh’s pages and pages and pages of 

what kind of clothes to wear, how to behave to each other, and all that, do you see, in 

terms of the values of this particular society. (Campbell:1988 2) 

 

 The relevance of this function will become transparent through later exploration of the 

micro-management of schools, staff, and the processes that become reified in neoliberal 

educational policies and procedures. Campbell believes this to be a grave threat to the human 

experience and the processes by which relationships are formed. Interestingly, he uses the 

example of Darth Vader, the character in the Star Wars films (Star Wars: Episode V - The 

Empire Strikes Back 1980) to highlight how the pedagogical function of myths cannot be 

made absent from social structures without losing humanity, explaining that:  

Darth Vader isn’t thinking or living in terms of humanity, he’s living in terms of a 

system. And this is the threat to our lives; we all face it, we all operate in our society 

in relation to a system. Now, is the system going to eat you up and relieve you of your 

humanity, or are you going to be able to use the system to human purposes? 

(Campbell, 19881) 

 

Jungian psychology 

My research also draws on Jungian psychology, particularly in its exploration of the hero 

archetype made apparent in the actions of the executive leadership team at Saint School. 

Ellwood (1999:75) describes the evolution of Jungian theory as resulting in the belief that 

‘true reality cannot be known, for we can know only the projections of consciousness upon it; 

so its form is archetypal and its language is myth’. Culture itself therefore is merely one 

version or another of the collective unconscious which ‘consists of the sum of the instincts 

and their correlates, the archetypes. Just as everybody possesses instincts, so he also 
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possesses a stock of archetypal images (Jung 1919:136-138). These universal archetypes such 

as the Hero, the Maiden, and the Shadow, can bubble up from the unconscious and be made 

conscious in projection (Jung 2014). My interest in the concept of the ‘super head’, and their 

rescue mission in saving failing schools, was developed through my own experiences at Saint 

School, leading to my focus on the motivations behind a process that imposed one version of 

improvement to the exclusion of all others. 

By drawing on Jungian belief that any system that moves too far either side of a 

balance between rational and irrational action will create its own terrors, this thesis argues 

that the demand for accountability and surveillance of staff in the name of the rational 

unleashed a monstrous performativity. This focus stands on Jung’s contention that ‘[a]ny 

organisation in which the voice of the individual is no longer heard is in danger of 

degenerating into a subhuman monster’ (Jung 1973:276). While this statement was central to 

a discussion about Nazism, it applies to any context within which a privileging of rational 

processes ignores the dangers of repressing the subconscious forces present in the psyche. 

Ellwood (1999: 50-51) states that Jung believed that ‘what modern developments from the 

Reformation on had done, was break up harmonious symbolic outlets for psychic energy’ and 

that ‘the Industrial Revolution augmented the damage as it alienated humanity’s conscious 

and psychic natures from each other through its one-dimensional and robotlike occupations’. 

For Jung, one such symbolic outlet is the ritual and symbolism of religion, which provides an 

inner (unconscious), alternative authority that tempers the effects of lived experience based 

on external ‘statistical reality’. Further, this inner resource creates a ‘contrary condition’ 

against which external forces can be judged (Jung 2006:19-20). 

From this Jungian viewpoint I can investigate the paradoxes raised through 

conducting my study in a faith school which is undergoing changes that are ideologically 
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rooted in an all-encompassing neoliberal ethos that demands to be the sole condition. My 

experiences of working in the school at that time evidence a denial of individual agency, 

paradoxically performed within an ideological framework that simultaneously fetishises the 

concept of the individual; a source of ambiguity from which my analysis develops. Jung’s 

concept of ‘mass man’ for whom conforming to the sole condition (imposed by the state) is 

‘the supreme principle of thought and action […] and accordingly the mass man grants the 

individual a right to exist only in so far as he is a function of the State’ (Jung 2006:14) 

engages with the question at the heart of this investigation. That question interrogates how 

the neoliberal framework within which the executive team at Saint School operated, seeking 

to become the ‘sole condition’ or singular authority in a faith community, where such claims 

to exclusivity would be contested. I will argue that as the religious foundations of the school 

could not be nullified, the rituals, symbols and practices that define it were co-opted by the 

executive leadership team to circumvent challenge to their hegemonic claim. For Jung, these 

rituals, symbols, and practices spring from the collective unconscious. In seeking to 

neutralise potential threats to the omnipotence of neoliberal practices posed by the faith-based 

ethos of the school, symbolic religious potency was appropriated. In attempting to align a 

neoliberal agenda with the authority of religious symbolism, the actions of the executive 

leadership team rest on the same archetypal projections that inform myth.  

This research draws on the Jungian perspective of cultural/literary studies in the 

investigation of mythology posited by Joseph Campbell (19811; 19812; 2001, 2004). 

Campbell (2001) applies his functions of myth, the mystical, the cosmological, the 

sociological, and the pedagogical to a range of cultural contexts. The four functions span our 

lived experience of the universe and the way we process its mysteries; the world and our 

place in it; the social group and the negotiation of control and power; and the self and the 
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development of identity, morality, and a sense of our own life journey. Ellwood (1999) 

argues that: 

All four of these [functions]clearly have direct or indirect political ramifications, 

either in the way myths give spiritual power and identity to an individual [...] and so 

strengthens one’s functioning within the political order, or by validating that order 

directly. (Ellwood 1999: 155) 

 

Ellwood (1999) explains that for Campbell, the spiritual unity of a culture is expressed 

through its myths but is also found in art and even in individual personality styles. The unity 

is further expressed in the specific forms of the Jungian archetypes observed within a given 

culture and its great literature. Campbell does not claim to be a traditional anthropologist; he 

seeks to meld myth and cultural representations into discourses of power structures and social 

conflict: ‘what was important was to look not so much at the dreary technical details of a 

story or sculpture as at the fascinating message encoded in its overall structures and leading 

archetypes’ (Ellwood 1999: 157). It is this belief, that mythical symbols can be perceived in 

all human action, that provides the backbone to this thesis, following Campbell’s assertion 

that: 

in the dreams and fancies of modern individuals (who have been brought up along the 

lines of a rational, practical education) these myth-symbols actually reappear – giving 

testimony of a persistence, even into modern times, of the myth power. (Larsen & 

Larsen 1993: 226) 

 

This in turn allows my research to engage with discursive practice. My assertion is that 

operational processes in Saint School under the executive leadership team elicited a mythical 

performativity, one that was experienced and made apparent in the material imposition and 

enactment of new policies and procedures. This allows for exploration of the forms of this 

performativity through archetypal projections, as explained by Hook (2001) that ‘one should 

approach discourse not so much as a language, or as textuality, but as an active “occurring”, 
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as something that implements power and action, and that also is power and action’ (Hook 

2001:21).  

Monster theory 

Building on the work of Foucault, Cohen’s (1997) analysis of the monster in the field of 

cultural studies resonates with my concept of mythical performativity, in that various forms 

of the monstrous emerge from contextualised discursive cultural frameworks. Foucault states 

that the monster has significance in showing the limit to boundaries of normality. Through 

systems of regulation which have historically shifted from exclusion to inclusion, the monster 

is alternatively cast out or included under hierarchical processes of micro-surveillance 

(Foucault 2003:44-46). In agreement with this focus on observation of behaviour and 

compliance, Foucault provides theoretical context to my hypothesis that systems of micro-

management and surveillance at Saint School emerged from specific discourses of socio-

political control.  

For Cohen, the monster emanates from seven areas of cultural liminality, at the space in 

between ‘within’ and ‘other’, ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. While not suggesting that these 

categories are universal or exclusive, he suggests that the monster is a cultural body (1) that is 

forever in defiance of fixed categorisation (2) as it mutates with cultural shifts. It appears at 

times of category crises (3) between binaries to question, challenge and deconstruct 

boundaries of normativity. The monster exists in the characterisation of difference (4): 

‘political or ideological difference is as much a catalyst to monstrous representation on a 

micro level as cultural alterity in the macrocosm’ (Cohen 1997:8). This fourth point centres 

debate on the role of power in assigning monstrous identity and converges with the 

contributions of labelling theory (Mead 1934; Lemert 1951; Goffman 1956; Becker 1963) to 

analysis of crime, mental illness and deviance. For Cohen, the monster patrols and contains 
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possibilities of behaviour (5); it creates social boundaries that limit the horizon of human 

action. However, those things that are placed beyond such boundaries can be desirable as 

well as feared (6), creating the motivation for transgression. It is this mobility that makes the 

monster an escape artist, always in the process of becoming something else (7) as 

transgression engenders challenge to normative cultural confines. (Cohen1997:3-20) 

Myths are populated with monstrous figures who are gatekeepers, guarding 

boundaries and creating fear. In Greek mythology Cerberus guards the gates to Hades, 

keeping the dead from re-entering the living world; Scylla claims the lives of six sailors from 

any ship that strays too close to land in the narrow channel of water that she patrols. The role 

of such monsters persists in the discourse of power, under different cultural guises but with 

the same modus operandi of placing boundaries around normativity, socio-cultural values, 

and the enactment of resistance. Cohen (1997) describes this borderland as ‘full of rebuke to 

traditional methods of organising knowledge and experience, the geography of the monster is 

an imperilling expanse, and therefore always a contested cultural space’ (1997:7). 

The thesis argues that the fear of Ofsted inspections and their outcomes are one such 

cultural guise of the monster: constraining notions of best educational practice in schools, 

limiting and confining innovation and devaluing the professional judgement of teachers. 

Further, that fear creates an environment of hypervigilance. I have attended innumerable staff 

meetings where newly published Ofsted inspection frameworks are dissected and analysed, 

followed by action planning on how best to embed practices that will produce the data 

required to evidence the latest directive. To ensure conformity, layers of surveillance are 

added to confirm compliance with the new practices. This surveillance becomes a measurable 

accountability process on which judgements of teacher competency and performance related 

salary can be made. This is added to existing layers of accountability that have also become 
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sedimented responses to fear of being defined as failing. One such process at Saint School is 

the compulsory requirement for staff to create a ‘contact sheet’ for every pupil, in every class 

taught by a given teacher (Appendix 2). These contact sheets are to be handed immediately to 

anyone who arrives to observe teaching, with unannounced ‘learning walks’ from members 

of the executive team taking place to check that teaching staff were complying. Further, the 

information contained in the contact sheets must be filled in manually by subject teachers, 

despite the pupil information system having the capability to produce a completed digital 

version. The justification in demanding that the contact sheet should become a time-

consuming task for teaching staff is that it ‘ensures excellent knowledge of pupil progress’. 

This duplication of data is commonplace, as teaching staff are required to repeat the same 

information in pupil books, reports, and progress trackers. 

The contribution of monster theory to my concept of mythical performativity in analysing 

events at Saint School, is in its points of intersection with Campbell’s functions of myth 

described in the previous section. Campbell states that the ‘third function of a mythological 

order is to validate and maintain a certain sociological system: a shared set of rights and 

wrongs, proprieties or improprieties, on which your particular social unit depends for its 

existence’ (Campbell 2004:6-10). I contend that Campbell’s argument that the monster is 

empowered through a privileging of the sociological function over the pedagogical function 

of myth both informs and strengthens the theoretical framework of this thesis.  

It is remarkable just how much the vocabulary of the monstrous litters popular and 

academic debate regarding the practices of neoliberal education policy, the inspection regimes 

of Ofsted, and of the de-professionalisation of teaching. This thesis stands alongside Cohen’s 

view of the monstrous when he suggests that: 
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The monstrous body is pure culture. A construct and a projection, the monster exists 

only to be read: the monstrum is etymologically “that which reveals”, “that which 

warns”, a glyph that seeks a hierophant. Like a letter on a page, the monster signifies 

something other than itself. (1997:4) 

 

For Cohen, cultures can be read through the analysis of the monsters they produce. The 

socio-cultural changes that take place over time transform the nature and form of these 

monsters who are ‘an embodiment of a certain cultural moment—of a time, a feeling, and a 

place’ (Cohen 1997:4). Auerbach (1995:1) makes a similar point in her analysis of the ever-

mutable vampire, stating that each reincarnation of the undead character ‘feeds on his age 

distinctively because he embodies that age’. The monster is more than a mere metaphor, 

although exploring culture through such a rudimentary application of monster theory is not 

without some value. However, more importantly for my research, Cohen and Auerbach 

suggest a more nuanced reading of the monstrous, as they pose questions about power and 

dominant discourse in changing cultural contexts. The monster is always Other; its 

banishment or destruction is justified through its failure to exist within the bounds of 

dominant notions of normality. Cohen explains this process as ‘representing an anterior 

culture as monstrous justifies its displacement or extermination by rendering the act heroic’ 

(Cohen 1997:7-8).  

In his study of the socio-political role of the folk and fairy tale, Zipes (1983) suggests 

that experimentation with traditional myths and storylines is ‘aimed at disturbing and jarring 

readers so that they lose their complacent attitude towards the status quo of society and 

envision ways to realise their individuality within collective and democratic contexts’ (Zipes 

1983:180). This thesis explores how pupils were looking to vampire narratives to find hero 

figures as templates for their own lives. The monster-turned-hero in contemporary vampire 

characterisations such as Twilight (Meyer 2005) can be explored as a signifier of a wider 
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cultural shift in how the monstrous is defined. The mutable blood-drinking revenant that 

survives into modern narrative has a long and multifarious cultural heritage, steeped in 

superstition and traditional representations.  

The work of Auerbach (1995) charts the journey of the twentieth-century media portrayal of 

the vampire character against a backdrop of rapid socio-political change. She endeavours to 

provide a reflection within ourselves, for this creature without a reflection of its own. Taking 

from Zipes’ (1983) suggestion that ‘emancipatory’ contemporary fairy tales can question 

dominant ideologies, this thesis considers how young people utilised vampire narratives to 

examine power relationships in their own contexts. In so doing, it examines how far these 

challenged the ideological structuring of identity that took place in their school. The pupils 

who embraced the ambiguity that the vampire myth afforded them and who recognised the 

social construction of ‘making monstrous’ through personal experiences, wanted space to 

explore their own identity. The executive team at Saint School allowed no such space in 

which the assigned monstrousness of a failed school could be overcome, except through their 

own imposed structures. The colonial overtones of this point will be explored in greater detail 

in the following chapters.  

Neoliberal ideologies make monsters beyond their normative borders to create social 

anxieties, not only preventing exploration of alternatives but also creating an absence where 

they should be. It can be argued that the contemporary vampire narrative is an effective 

model of divergent thinking. The characters seek alternative and multifarious solutions in 

response to events that, though often veiled in supernatural otherness, are not in essence 

divorced from reality. 

This reading of the monstrous provides insight into the Othering processes that were 

evident in the practices and policies imposed on Saint School and a critical dissection of their 
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effects on the lived experience of those working under the aegis of the ‘rescuing heroes’ of an 

executive leadership team. Cohen emphasises the dialectical nature of the hero/ monster 

relationship and the role of power in ever changing socio-cultural contexts. Campbell makes 

a similar point when he states that ‘whether you call someone a hero or monster it’s all 

relative to where the focus of your consciousness may be’ (Campbell 2012:156). This 

analysis augments the cogency of my concept of mythical performativity; it informs an 

interconnected theoretical basis from which to analyse the ambiguities of the hero/monster 

relationship observed at Saint School.  

Monster theory is also valuable in analysing the validation of the colonising processes 

observed through the imposition of an executive leadership team. Cohen (1997:11) discusses 

the way that the cultural practices of the colonised are read against perceptions of normalcy 

held by the invading group. The exaggeration of differences provides justification for the 

denigration and suppression of the Other. At its darkest edge, this process engages in slavery, 

war, appropriation of resources and the marginalisation of indigenous peoples, wrapped in a 

cloak of natural authority and cultural superiority which history may later deconstruct to 

make visible the monster beneath. In its guise of righteousness, ‘this monster delimits the 

social space through which cultural bodies may move’, tightly controlling social action and 

demarcating ‘the bonds that hold together that system of relations we call culture, to call 

horrid attention to the borders that cannot—must not— be crossed’ (Cohen 1997:13).  

Monster theory contributes to the critical analysis of neoliberal ideology in education 

and to the role of Ofsted in validating the processes that ‘make Other’ the socio-cultural 

context of a failing school presented in my thesis. It interconnects with the exploration of 

mythical performativity (see p.7-8) as both theatrical/dramatic and discursive: the prohibitive 



39 

 

monster policing the boundaries of dominant cultural discourse but engaging in monstrous 

enactments in the imposition of that discourse.  

Labelling and symbolic interactionist theory 

As stated previously, there are parallels between monster theory and labelling theory (Mead 

1934; Garfinkel 1956; Goffman 1956; 1963; 1982, Becker 1963). Labelling theory is relevant 

to the discussion of Saint School as failing and to the resulting ‘image incarceration’, as 

perceptions of the school’s inadequacy were cemented in individual and community 

consciousness (Harrison 2016). Becker (1963) reveals how the making of deviant identities 

and the construction of ‘outsiders’ becomes a site of conflict, ‘as a person may feel that he is 

being judged according to rules he has had no hand in making and does not accept, rules 

forced on him by outsiders’ (Becker 1963:11). Assigning a label of failure was the 

prerequisite locus from where the executive head teacher could rescue, improve, and redefine 

Saint School as successful.  

Becker argues that the acceptance of a label is not deterministic; it is a dynamic 

process, with those being labelled not simply passive recipients of a given identity. However, 

the analysis of identity advanced by Goffman (1956;1963;1982) and Garfinkel (1956) 

recognises how resistance to negative labelling is tempered through the effects of 

stigmatisation and degradation. Goffman’s (1956; 1963;1982) dramaturgical contribution to 

labelling theory furthers analysis of identity management, as well as consolidating the 

position of dramatic performativity and its interdependence with discourse in social action, 

arguing that ‘it is social situations that provide the natural theatre in which all bodily displays 

are enacted and in which all bodily displays are read’ (Goffman 1982:4).  

As in the theatre, the dramaturgical model begins with creating the setting in which 

interactions take place, including the ‘scenic parts of expressive equipment’ such as room 
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layouts and decoration (Goffman 1956:14). This is relevant to my observations at Saint 

School, where the executive head teacher and his later successor embarked on changes to the 

school buildings in tandem with the introduction of procedural and administrative changes. A 

new, micro-managed dress code for school staff reflects a drive to ensure that staff presented 

a business-oriented image: Goffman’s ‘personal front’ which he divides into expression and 

manner (1956:14-15). While clothing, hair colour, adornments such as piercings, and make-

up were the focus of professional appearance at the school, a positive manner was also 

expected in responses to demands for flexibility and adaptation to new procedures. The newly 

organised setting, alongside the reformed personal fronts of staff, resonate with Goffman’s 

belief that coherence across these areas results in ‘collective representation’ of a group, 

echoing the alignment between business image and success that was being sought by the 

Saint School leadership team (1956:17). Such institutionalisation corresponds with the 

discussion of habit (Wormald:2014) presented in the methodology chapter and develops 

analysis of micro level observation of practices as embedding and consolidating specific 

collective representations to align with wider ideological principles. 

The dramaturgical model necessitates the region that is hidden from the view of an 

audience: Goffman’s backstage is where the front stage performance is created and crafted, 

where performers can shed illusions and relax, out of sight of observers (Goffman 1956: 69-

70). The staff room, the car and the home are backstage regions where staff at Saint School 

could drop their work guise, at least temporarily. As the working day in the school became 

more regimented, teachers could be seen sitting in their parked cars at lunch times. Those 

who smoked would drive a short distance away to enjoy a cigarette away from view of pupils 

or leadership staff. The department in which I worked turned a spare office into a small staff 

room so that we could socialise away from the bulk of school staff. This provided a perceived 

element of safety when discussing how we were coping with regime changes. The room 
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would be scanned on entering to ensure that individuals whose allegiances were not clear 

were not present; only then facades could be dropped. There was an element of mutual 

support in this backstage, a recognition that this was where we could be less guarded and be 

revived enough to sustain the front stage performance. The language was less formal, jokes 

and personal stories were told, it was acceptable to swear: a breathing space away from 

constant image control. 

The home and recreational life should be places of separation from the performance 

of roles in the workplace, but even here school staff were exhorted by the executive head 

teacher to be constantly ‘self-reflecting’ about personal presentation. Goffman contributes to 

an understanding of how the work that occurs backstage engages us in adapting to roles that 

we may prefer to resist.  Goffman’s (1963) analysis of stigma parallels the conceptual 

contributions of monster theory and underpins discussion of the devaluation of Saint School. 

Goffman positions the role of stigma within his theories of interactional social behaviours 

and the rules that govern them.  Goffman differentiates between the stereotypical 

characterisation of individuals within given contexts – where a prescribed set of personal 

attributes are expected, creating a virtual social identity – and the attributes and character that 

a person truly possesses, or the actual social identity.  

Goffman argues that individuals can be negatively categorised when there is 

discrepancy between the virtual and actual identity, creating grounds for stigmatisation 

(Goffman 1963:12). This categorisation process is contingent on the specific frame of 

reference in which it is located; the same attribute can be discredited in one context but 

viewed positively in another. Goffman makes a further important distinction between the 

discredited person and the discreditable attribute, providing a theoretical juncture from where 
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discussion of professional and ‘successful’ identity construction, social class and gender can 

be addressed.  

I will argue that the executive leadership team sought to transform Saint School by 

erasing attributes and characteristics that were incongruous with the identity they wished to 

impose, the identity of an ‘outstanding’ school. The spectre of disciplinary action and the 

denigration of professional skills by labelling them as inadequate, attenuated any organised 

challenge to such reformation, consistent with Goffman’s belief that: 

Perhaps behind a willingness to accept the way things are ordered is the brutal fact of 

one's place in the social structure and the real or imagined cost of allowing oneself to 

be singled out as a malcontent. (Goffman 1982:6) 

 

Here Goffman provides valuable insight into the apparent lack of resistance to the installation 

of new leadership structures and procedures at Saint School, furthering an understanding of 

the high levels of compliance with repressive working conditions.  

In addition to the clarity offered by Goffman, Garfinkel (1956) suggests that total 

identity transformation is brought about through processes, or ceremonies, of ‘status 

degradation’ that are common to all societies. These are performed through programmes of 

‘communicative tactics’ that harness moral indignation to present an image of events and 

individuals that is at variance with that previously held. The degradation process provides a 

contrasting model identity against which the denigrated subject can be compared, exhibiting 

‘rightful’ moral principles as fixed and inalienable. Garfinkel sets out eight stages of 

communicative tactics, including the requirement that the denouncing party must invoke the 

‘supra-personal values of the tribe’ and ‘be invested with the right to speak in the name of 

these ultimate values’ (1956:421-423). Garfinkel’s conceptual analysis of the degradation 
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process has direct relevance to discussion later in this thesis, focusing on the deconstruction 

of the identity of Saint School and of the community in which it is located.  

Both Goffman and Garfinkel avoid direct political analysis of inequalities of power in 

social interaction and the process of stigmatisation, but they do contribute to a deeper 

analysis of the role of identity control and regulation in the reinvention of a failing school. 

They show how the ‘rightness’ of practices, values, and normative behaviours can be 

embedded through adaptation to and acceptance of performative action. 

Body Pedagogics 

Identity is not an abstract or disembodied concept. The embodied nature of the discourse 

underpinning the processes through which neoliberal principles supersede all others, 

especially in defining rightful identity, must also be addressed. Body pedagogy is defined as 

‘learning that joins body and mind in a physical and mental act of knowledge construction. 

This union entails thoughtful awareness of body, space, and social context’ (Nguyen & 

Larson 2015:332). 

  Discussion of body pedagogy is therefore relevant to notions of the professional body, 

the effects of newly introduced procedures on the body, and to the redesign of physical space 

to control subjective embodied responses to the authority of the executive head and his team. 

It is also a holistic lens through which performative actions can be analysed, adding depth to 

the critical examination of the physical representation of authority at Saint School. Situating 

the body alongside textual, symbolic and cognitive research resources enriches my 

investigation of events such as the reorganisation of space for staff meetings, discussed later 

in this thesis. In agreement with Mathew, Ng, Patton, Waschuk, and Wong (2008:59) that 

‘embodiment is the process of becoming more aware – going from an intellectual 



44 

 

understanding to an awareness of what occurs in social interactions’, greater focus can be 

placed on how inequitable power structures are enacted, in the physical present.  

My research includes discussion about identity with a transgender pupil for whom the 

body and its gendered presentation is not merely a manifestation of cognitive function; body 

pedagogy challenges the Cartesian dualism that positions the mind as a privileged locus of 

learning. The research also addresses issues raised by training packages such as Brand You, 

that purportedly prepare pupils for the workplace by promoting strategies that objectify the 

body. This will be explored in greater detail in later chapters, but the exhortation to view the 

body as a project through which one is ‘made acceptable’ to the needs of the business world, 

necessitates some examination through body pedagogy. The concept of the body as project is 

taken up by Shilling (1993) who argues that while this can include radical bodily 

transformations, through cosmetic surgery or body building for example, it can simply 

involve ‘individuals’ being conscious of and actively concerned about the management, 

maintenance, and appearance of their bodies’ (Shilling 1993:5). The body becomes a 

resource, one that can be moulded to present specific social symbols, dovetailing with 

Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical model of identity management. 

Social Class and Education 

The earlier discussion of monster theory in this thesis describes processes of colonisation that 

devalue and reframe cultural and social frameworks. Similar enactments can be interrogated 

in the intervention practices that are put in place in failing schools, particularly through the 

rescuing hero figure of the executive or super head teacher. Investigations into social class in 

education inform discussions of the privileging of middle- class assumptions that 

underpinned processes of identity reconstruction at Saint School.  
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Skeggs (2004,2009) and Reay (2006,2013) contribute valuable insight into the 

ambivalent nature of social class identities, suggesting that they are a site of contestation for 

subordinated social groups. Skeggs’ (2004) investigation of social capital argues that 

although dominant value structures are filtered downwards in class hierarchies, it should not 

be assumed that these negate potential for working class reframing of such values, stating that 

‘authorization can be produced at a local level by taking a different perspective and revaluing 

the positions we are expected to inhabit without value’ (Skeggs 2004:25). Reay (2006) 

examines how discussion of social class has been rendered absent from education policy, 

despite increasing socio-economic inequalities affecting schools and their communities. Reay 

argues that social class is the ‘troublesome un-dead of the English education system’ (Reay 

2006:289); it cannot be buried through demanding that schools do more to address the effects 

of structural inequalities while diverting gaze from its true causes.  

 Skeggs (2004, 2009) and Reay (2006, 2013) emphasise the historical pathologising of 

working-class culture as lacking in morality, intelligence, and discernment, which Reay 

reveals as continuing to be evidenced in perceptions of pupils in lower sets in secondary 

schools (2006:298). This informs examination of the drive to decontextualise Saint School 

from its socio-economic environment through ignoring systemic inequality as a factor in 

achievement. This is further strengthened through Hollingworth and Archer’s (2010) findings 

in their study of urban London schools, where community is often perceived as a contested, 

negative cultural space from which pupils need to be protected and rescued if they are to 

achieve. 

Critical analysis of the remit of Ofsted 

This circumstances in which this thesis is written centre on an Ofsted inspection grading that 

has set Saint School on a downward trajectory form which it has yet to recover. Baxter 
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provides valuable critical analysis of the role of Ofsted, defining it as ‘the producer and 

effector of discourses that influence the way in which standards in English education are 

understood and conceptualised’ (Baxter 2014:22). She questions how an agency that is in 

interdependent relationship with government departments can define itself as independent, 

explaining how Ofsted both creates the standards by which schools are judged and 

contributes to educational policies that validate those standards.  

 Clarke (2008) suggests that independence is one of four areas where the positioning 

of Ofsted is paradoxical. These four areas are government, independence, publicness, and 

success. He argues that an increased lack of trust in government agendas has led to the 

creation of a myriad of expert-led agencies who ‘can assess performance and its improvement 

“at arm’s length” from government’ (Clarke 2008:128). This paradox of government depends 

on the perceived independence of such agencies from political influence, and on their 

reputation for working within methodological parameters that provide robust outcomes. 

Further, they are seen to challenge poor performance and lack of value for money, reporting 

to the public to confirm their own efficiency. For Clarke, success is constructed on standards 

that characterise wider ideological notions of value. He argues that numerous vested interests 

are met through the enactment of success, leading to a ‘success spiral’ that continually 

inflates the standards against which it is measured (Clarke 2008:136).  

 Clarke (2008, 2013) and Baxter (2014) provide valuable insight into the issue of 

image management for Saint School following an unsatisfactory grading from Ofsted. The 

failure to meet standards set by Ofsted, against which all English schools are measured, 

sparks a chain of events that disrupt perceptions of the institution at community and national 

levels. Importantly for my research, Baxter challenges a move in 2011 to recruit serving head 

teachers of good and outstanding schools as Ofsted inspectors (Parliament 2011). She 
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explains how this furthers Ofsted’s claim to be working in partnership with school leaders 

and more closely aligns national policy aims with local level perceptions of school 

improvement. This greater congruence between the requirements of Ofsted and the ethos of 

school leadership is valuable in seeking to prevent resistance to inspection mechanisms, by 

creating a shared discourse that produces ‘the imposition of the normative view of good 

teaching proposed by Ofsted, and its alignment with in-school norms’ (Baxter 2014:29). This 

point underlines explanations of regulatory practices and enactments developed throughout 

this thesis; the executive head teacher installed at Saint School is both the head teacher at a 

successful school, and an Ofsted inspector.  

Baxter suggests that this blurring of boundaries between the role of the inspectorate 

and that of school leaders leads to overwhelming focus on observation of teaching, and the 

growth of the market in Ofsted centred training packages and support materials (Baxter 

2014:29). These insights inform my discussions about increasing levels of observation and 

monitoring, and the financial burden of meeting Ofsted requirements at Saint School.  

Sociology of education 

The sociology of education can call upon a variety of studies into schooling, providing 

research across a range of factors such as banding/streaming (Ball 2013, Keddie 1978); 

gender (Stanworth 2001; Spender 1992; Sharpe 1994); and ethnicity (Ghaill 2006, Stone 

1985). Lacey’s (1979) study of school as a social system focuses on a single grammar school, 

providing a case study of the systemic factors that contribute to underachievement, believing 

this to be generalisable to the wider socio-political context within which the institution is 

based. Along with Hargreaves (1967) and Ball (1981), Lacey’s (1979) work contributes to 

educational sociology in developing the concept of ‘differentiation-polarisation’, whereby 

correlations are explored between grouping pupils in terms of ability through banding, 
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streaming, and setting. They also provide analysis of pro- or anti-school attitudes and 

subcultures. Lacey’s concept of Hightown Grammar as a social system, one that develops 

through relationships bounded by government policy, emphasises the ‘side effects’ of the 

tripartite education system that followed the 1944 Education Act.  

Although my study of Saint School does not fit into a purely sociological framework, 

its socio-political contextualisation within neoliberal marketisation of education policies 

overlaps with Lacey’s articulation of social class inequality elicited through tripartite 

strategies. Although Lacey (1979), Hargreaves (1969) and Ball (1981) utilised both 

quantitative and qualitative methods in producing and presenting their data, their studies 

paved the way for the ethnographic approach to educational research from which my thesis 

evolves. Critiques of their methodologies led to academic debate regarding the construction 

of knowledge and researcher perceptions, opening the way for ‘reflexive’ research 

frameworks which are a ‘knowledge-making enterprise, including a consideration of the 

subjective, institutional, social, and political processes whereby research is conducted, and 

knowledge is produced’ (Alvesson 2007).  

The studies discussed above legitimate my research in a single educational setting and 

provide foundational concepts in analysing socio-political relationships in schools.  

Super heads, executive heads, and turnaround leadership 

The creation of the ‘super head teacher’ was first mooted by Tony Blair in a speech given at 

Ruskin College in 1996. He stated that the key to closing the divide between the success of 

elite educational achievement and the comparative underperformance of state schooling was 

for:  
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well-led schools effectively to take over schools that LEAs identify as heading for 

failure. The head would take on the management and leadership of the combined 

school and work to lift the performance and esteem of staff and pupils alike.7 

 

Blair envisioned that this would take place before schools reached the stage of being placed 

under special measures, preventing further decline by embedding the model of excellent 

leadership and practice provided by the support school. The School Standards and 

Framework Act 19988 was published following the election of the Labour Party to power in 

1997, giving greater scope for local education authorities (LEAs) to intervene when schools 

were placed into special measures. This increase in powers included the authority to appoint 

additional governors (Section 16) and to suspend the right of schools to a delegated budget 

(Section 17).  

 In 2013, Nick Clegg was the Liberal Democrat deputy prime minister in Cameron’s 

coalition government, in power from 2010-2015. In a speech entitled ‘Education and a new 

programme to get outstanding leaders into the schools that need them the most’9, he argued 

for ‘a champions league of head teachers, made up of heads and deputy heads, who will stand 

ready to move to schools in challenging circumstances, that need outstanding leaders’. 

Schools would engage with these ‘champions’ on a voluntary basis to improve performance. 

The super heads could be engaged across the country, on relatively short-term contracts, to 

rapidly improve standards and results in failing schools. This is an administrative mechanism, 

linked to contracts and rewards. A buccaneering ‘soldier of fortune’ narrative is produced, 

where super-heads go out with their army of officers and tame the uncivilized ‘Badlands’. 

This enacts age-old myths of conquest as civilising force, rewarded with land and status. 

 When Saint School was placed in special measures in 2014, the governors were 

                                                
7 http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/speeches/1996ruskin.html 
8 http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/acts/1998-school-standards-framework-act.html 
9 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/nick-cleggs-speech-on-education-and-outstanding-leaders 
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replaced by a shadow governing body and responsibility for the budget was taken over by the 

LEA under an Interim Executive Body (IEB).10 In agreement with the local diocese 

responsible for faith schools, an executive head teacher (EHT) and his team were appointed 

to take over leadership on an interim basis. Executive head teachers can be the permanent 

leader of a range of institutions at the same time, with a Head of School in place in each 

establishment to take responsibility for daily operational management. The School Workforce 

Census defines the role of the executive head teacher as ‘a head teacher who directly leads 

two or more schools in a federation or other partnership arrangement’ (DfE, 2015), often with 

varying degrees of oversight and contractual obligations (Fellows, 2016; Chapman et al., 

2008; Hummerstone, 2012). Fellows suggests that because of this lack of definition, the role 

and scope of the executive head teacher is not always clearly understood by governing 

bodies, often leading to ambiguity about expectations and responsibilities (Fellows 2016:4).  

However, it is argued that key attributes of an effective executive head teacher can be 

ascertained to assist governors in making choices, priority may be given to one over another 

depending on the context of the institution. These include the ability to strategise, to 

communicate effectively, to build strong partnerships, to be resilient and uncompromising, 

and be able to secure rapid change (Barnes et al, 2005; Barnes 2006; Harris et al 2006; 

Hummerstone 2012, NCLS 2010). Of even greater relevance to this thesis is the 

recommendation from Hummerstone that executive head teachers need to have specific skills 

in: 

Shaping direction and aligning cultures in complex contexts: Creating and sustaining 

the vision is given added complexity because of the need to match the needs of 

individual organisations and the wider moral purpose for system improvement. 

(Hummerstone 2012: 22) 

 

                                                
10 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2010/1918/contents/made 
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The shaping and aligning of cultures at Saint School, discussed throughout the thesis, would 

suggest a privileging of class-based assumptions about the superiority of the socio-economic 

context of the executive head teacher’s home school. He used the phrase ‘honourable 

purpose’ on numerous occasions when meeting any resistance to the school improvement 

regime; it was taught to all pupils as one of a range of ‘Christian values’ that they were 

expected to display as members of a faith school. 

 Although Clegg’s concept of the champion or super head may differ from the current 

example, where executive head teachers can be leaders of multi-academy trusts (MATs), the 

experience of Saint School was one of little contrast between the two. As an interim leader, 

the executive head teacher was employed on a temporary basis, with the remit to embed 

practices and procedures that would turn the school around. Once this had been achieved, a 

permanent head teacher was to be recruited to lead the school towards success, based on the 

blueprint for improvement that they inherited from the executive leadership.  

Not only was the executive head teacher paid for his leadership role, but also for 

providing staff training on a consultancy basis through the Schools, Students and Teachers 

(SSAT) network (this training is described in greater detail in following chapters). The booty 

for such buccaneers makes failing schools into lucrative sites of plunder. The cost, alongside 

other spending, left Saint School in over £100,000 of debt at the end of one year under 

executive management. Research published in 2016 (Hill et al) suggests that Saint School is 

far from unique in this; it found that the average super head salary was £100,000 in secondary 

schools, but the focus on ‘quick fixes’ wrought by their policies often left schools facing 

further costs after they moved on11. These extra costs were often accrued through further 

consultancy hiring, as improved examination results were not sustained.  

                                                
11 https://schoolsweek.co.uk/superheads-the-true-cost-to-schools/ 



52 

 

Analysis of the role of the ‘super head teacher’ and executive leadership as rescuers of 

failing schools is useful in examining how rapidly power structures in such institutions can be 

usurped. In her ethnographic study of ‘Dreamfields Academy’, Kulz (20171) discusses 

colonialist notions of education that ignore wider socio-cultural factors including race and 

gender (Kulz 20171: 61). The inherent positioning of discipline and surveillance as a 

necessary tool in shaping cultural perspective is also made. Kulz explains that at Dreamfields: 

space, time and the body are (re) ordered through repetitive regimes and surveillance 

which mesh various modes of discipline, ranging from panoptic surveillance to verbal 

chastisement to audit systems’ measurement to create the neoliberal subject. (Kulz 

20171:37) 

 

She goes on to explain that students were motivated to accept rigorous discipline policies as 

they equated such compliance with high academic achievement (Kulz 20171:118). 

For Kulz, the ‘neoliberal subject’ conforms to class-based value systems, accepting 

the norms and principles imposed by the academy as their own and eventually internalising 

such ‘moralities’ as superior to their own socio-cultural, racial and gendered contexts. Kulz 

therefore offers an important examination of the neoliberal underpinning of management 

practices and policies in education. This is valuable when investigating the rapidity with 

which exhaustive changes were made to every aspect of educational practice at Saint School; 

the all-encompassing cultural restructuring reflects the colonisation processes described at 

Dreamfields. The neoliberal ‘revolution’ could not be won through piecemeal tweaks. A 

complete tapestry, weaving threads of accountability, surveillance, discipline, identity, 

conformity, language, and success criteria was imposed.  

The speed with which changes were implemented at every level of operation also 

points to the temporary nature of the executive headship. Much had to happen in a short 
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timeframe in order for him to claim responsibility for improvements. Hill et al (2016:4) 

propose a performance ladder of improvements that should be made in the following order:  

1. Improve leadership and narrow objectives 

2. Improve market perception  

3. Secure resources 

4. Improve student quality 

5. Change structures 

6. Stabilise teaching processes 

7. Improve teaching processes 

8. Improve systems.  

This staged programme of change suggests a more measured approach, one that takes time to 

embed. Hill et al state that failing schools should not employ a super head, arguing that short-

term leaders focus their effort and resources on a narrow range of improvements to boost 

results that do not ‘create the right foundations for sustainable long-term improvement’ (Hill 

et al 2016:3).  

While Hill et al focus on academisation and application of business models to 

improve failing schools, their stages of success do emphasise the dangers of attempting to re-

shape an existing culture and context through scattergun strategies. The experience of Saint 

School since the special measures grading in 2014 provides a salutary lesson, the school 

rising only to Requires Improvement after a full Ofsted inspection in 2017, then reverting to 

Inadequate and special measures after further inspection in 2019. The 2019 Ofsted report 

concurs with Hill’s (2016) belief that schools may be left in financial chaos after an interim 

head teacher has moved on. Six years after the executive team discussed throughout this 

thesis had been employed, the most recent Ofsted inspection reported that the school was 
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encumbered by ‘ongoing financial issues that absorb leaders’ and governors’ time and 

energy. Consequently, leaders have not recognised the severity of the problems that pupils 

face in their education’. I suggest that the hero motives that underlie action and performative 

behaviour of interim leadership figures in failing schools can privilege personal ambition 

over a desire to create sustainable, enduring improvement. 
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CHAPTER 1 METHODOLOGY 
 

Methodology introduction 

An Ofsted inspection and grading outcome is the primary starting point for my research. This 

inspection process depends on a methodological framework that requires statistical data; this 

data represents certain things. It represents irrefutable measurement of key descriptors, 

including effectiveness, improvement, and academic progress in a school. Ofsted’s 

methodology also emphasises an underpinning objectivity that justifies its decision making 

and operation. For schools, there is no getting away from what they want; school budgets 

factoring in payment to analytics companies such as SISRA to keep up with increasingly 

complex pupil data sets. Such data management programmes are also employed to collate 

outcomes of lesson observations, performance management processes and learning walks, 

providing evidence for teacher salary and competency decisions. In validating its authority 

through the objective positioning of statistical data. Ofsted makes all outside data irrelevant. 

It rules out context, history, and experience, inflicting a one- dimensional flattening in its 

representation of reality.  

Having experienced the effects of this methodological approach at Saint School, I am 

deeply conscious of an ethical desire not to repeat such savage excision of lived experience in 

the presentation of my research. By focusing on the object, Ofsted represent education as a 

static, regulated state of being, one that French philosopher Catherine Malabou associates 

with death, it allows no space for experience. Just as hardened plastic can no longer be 

shaped to create and transform, rigid social forms become deterministic and moribund 

Malabou (2008). 

I introduce Malabou (2008, 2010,2012) here as a window into the positioning of a 

methodological framework through which my research can be approached, not merely as a 
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refiguring of a methodological model but through a plastic reading of it. Malabou (2010) 

articulates the concept of plasticity as the interconnection of three events, the receiving, 

giving and destruction of form. I have encountered the term plasticity while teaching classes 

about developmental psychology in children; the work of theorists such as Lenneberg (1967) 

being central to understanding of the ‘critical period’ in early childhood when neuro-synaptic 

networks in the brain are at their most receptive and malleable. Such concepts of brain 

function fuelled the nature vs. nurture debate and has greatly influenced the early years 

foundation stage curriculum in the UK.  

 However, Malabou’s concept of plasticity goes beyond its applications to child 

development in her philosophical rapprochement with neuroscience. She argues that neural 

connectiveness depends on our experiences, the ability to receive, give and destroy form is 

the work of the brain throughout life. Malabou likens the annihilation of form to an 

explosion, referring to the phrase ‘plastic explosives’ to emphasise her point:  

The word plasticity thus unfolds its meaning between sculptural molding and 

deflagration, which is to say explosion. From this perspective, to talk about the 

plasticity of the brain means to see in it not only the creator and receiver of form but 

also an agency of disobedience to every constituted form, a refusal to submit to a 

model. (Malabou 2008:6) 

 

For Malabou, this receiving-giving-destruction process is not linear but is happening 

simultaneously. Crucially for my research, Malabou shows that the brain, and therefore 

embodied experience, can refuse to submit to models that are imposed through given form. 

She also explains how such disobedience can be curtailed through naturalisation of 

ideologies, a process through which social and economic forms appear as reflections of the 

neural networks of the brain. Malabou refers to this as a ‘neuronal form of political and social 

functioning, a form that today deeply coincides with the current face of capitalism’ (Malabou 

2008:10).  
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The naturalisation of neoliberal ideology depends on mechanistic metaphors of the brain as 

machine or computer for example. The need to impose a sense of inherent ‘rightness’ in the 

processes introduced at Saint School under special measures partly relied upon a narrative of 

flexibility, on the part of the school community, as being the key to this improvement. 

Malabou argues that this iteration of flexibility stops at the receiving of form, creating 

docility, obedience, and conformity. It requires a malleability that is folded back on itself, to 

adapt to received form rather than shaping it through experience. This avoids ‘explosions’ 

that fuel resistance, as ‘what flexibility lacks is the resource of giving form, the power to 

create, to invent or even to erase an impression, the power to style. Flexibility is plasticity 

minus its genius’ (Malabou 2008:12).  

For Malabou, flexibility creates replication of the neuronal forms of political and 

social functioning, as we are constantly self-modifying (2008:78), rarely resisting. This 

process is clearly discernible in the examples of self-evaluation, dress codes and the 

regimented nature of classroom practices discussed later in this thesis. Malabou also opens an 

aperture through which mythical performativity can be analysed; experience of making or 

becoming docile is inherited through previous neuronal forms of political and social 

functioning, replicated through time. The ruptures, accidents or creative energies that disrupt 

experience can only affect change, both of our own neuronal pathways and therefore 

experience, if they are not subject to bending with these new events, for Malabou we need: 

to visualize the possibility of saying no to an afflicting economic, political, and 

mediatic culture that celebrates only the triumph of flexibility, blessing obedient 

individuals who have no greater merit than that of knowing how to bow their heads 

with a smile. (Malabou 2008:79) 

 

While it does not present itself as an instructional research method, Malabou describes the 

methodological position of plasticity as finding its locus in the explosive, creative place 

opened by an event that creates a point of energy for the researcher. For me, this energy 
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emanated from the experience of a special measures Ofsted grading and its ensuing 

consequences. Malabou argues that this energy cannot be predicted, therefore a standardised 

methodology based in plasticity cannot be devised. However, what Malabou is clear about is 

that the method must always be dialectical, and that all research must start with asking ‘how 

would I address this in a way that is most opposed to that which I have immediately in front 

of me?’ (Dalton 2019:245) 

 Plasticity as method exhorts us to ask how we can move beyond the docility that 

ensues from flexibility. In her plastic reading of technological innovation in educational 

policy, Ulmer (2015:1103) presents the way that ‘this shaping, reshaping, unshaping, and 

even resistance to shape, continuously defines and challenges’. She explains how educational 

policy receives its shape by reacting to ‘currents posed by actants’ who ‘as givers of form, 

[actants] reshape discourse, material roles, institutions, power-relations, and policy’ (Ulmer 

2015:1101).  Through Malabou, Ulmer centres debate on who these actants are, how they 

receive and give shape: and how they disrupt or maintain traditional practices.  

This thesis rests within recognisable theoretical and discursive frameworks, the 

central debates can be approached and made sense of through the discussion of 

performativity, myth and the monstrous. The research receives form through these concepts 

as I traverse the events at Saint School; the disparate and layered nature of the central 

arguments leak into each other, giving form/shape to new agitations and questions. This 

giving of shape does not deny the forms from which it has sprung but reforms it to engender 

change.  

My thesis explores a familiar process in its focus on the failing school and its 

proposed regeneration; but it gives shape to ways in which this context can be approached 

from less constrained angles. In doing so, it challenges conventional structures through which 
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neoliberal models of educational success are perceived. Further, Malabou asks us to question 

traditional methodologies and to consider how far they sediment a naturalised view of 

neoliberalism, by merely replicating the same ideological discourses. I wish to avoid adapting 

traditional methodologies to fit my research, Malabou describing such processes as 

introducing a flexibility that prevents true evolution; solidifying practices ’within a pure and 

simple logic of imitation and performance. It is not creative but reproductive and normative’ 

(Malabou 2008:72). The conventions of methodological frameworks are designed to anchor 

knowledge to generalisable and repeatable procedures, a function that ‘has become largely 

fetishized and dogmatic’ (Gullion 2018:2), constraining and limiting research. I observed a 

replication of this process in examining the troubling claims to ownership of knowledge and 

moral jurisdiction by the executive leadership team at Saint School; predicating the 

significant issues discussed in this thesis. I will consider how policies were put in place and 

the way that material problems, such as pupil behaviour, were addressed. However, the 

central point of my research is to show how these material changes were experienced by staff 

and pupil at the school; methodological processes can struggle with coming to terms with 

such experiences.  

It is through concepts like monstrousness, which Malabou (2010:246, 2012:4) 

suggests is a consequence of the negative annihilation of form, that I will articulate the way 

in which my research of a special measures Ofsted grading cannot be detached from the 

multiple practices in which that grading is performed/enacted. Those practices reflected the 

objectification of academic success and the desire to detach this from the subjective 

experiences of community, social class, and historicity. The portrayal of this process as 

‘natural’, rational, and unequivocal is itself monstrous. Malabou illuminates the production of 

a systemic docility; the format for transformation was received from the executive head 

teacher as a gifting of the exclusive path to success, one that reflected macro political and 
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economic structures. The demand for flexibility and adaptation to change under this new 

regime was policed through performance management related pay structures, lesson 

observation outcomes being published in ‘name and shame’ lists, and revised codes of 

conduct that imposed constant self-reflection to ensure ‘professional standards’ were met.  

Malabou’s critics argue that her concept of plasticity simply describes the processes 

by which capitalist power is maintained; plasticity as a process is indifferent and therefore 

uncritical. Galloway goes as far as suggesting that plasticity is a model or reflection of 

neoliberalism, stating that it is a ‘voracious monster that can gobble up any, and all foes into 

itself’ (Galloway 2010:15). However, I argue that Malabou elucidates the process of creating 

neoliberal hegemony, providing a window through which I can explore the point at which 

habitual acceptance of power structures are negotiated. This enables an analysis of all forms 

of authority, control, and regulation; as they are exposed in a denaturalised state ‘making 

claims to necessity or inevitability – such as those made by metaphysics and capitalism – 

vulnerable and open to contestation’ (Wormald 2010:17).  

The concept of a social order based on plasticity has also been challenged as replacing 

one ideology with another; some argue that Malabou’s seemingly universal concept is 

flawed, in that it simply substitutes capitalist flexibility with neuronal plasticity (Proctor 

2011:9). Proctor suggests that plasticity is inherently a shaper of resistance, it cannot create a 

new political form as it always requires points of contestation to exist. However, for the 

purpose of this thesis, plasticity illuminates how lives are sculpted through habits, norms and 

values that are become the locus of acceptance or resistance.  

In considering a framework within which my research is supported, I find parallels 

between the regime at Saint School and the way in which rigid methodologies deprioritise or 

constrain some of the fundamental points being made. The methodology chapter is my 
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response to the history of experience at the institution; I include the concept of plasticity here 

to provide the reader with an understanding of both my own approach to the research and of 

the ethical imperative to avoid the harms caused through replication of methods that exclude 

lived experience.  

My research can be placed within an ethnographic methodological structure in that it 

includes my experience of being part of the schools’ community and its history. However, the 

place of methodology is to link data to certain conditions which constrain and direct the 

shape of research, making it ‘readable’ to an audience. If methodology fails to recognise the 

antecedency of lived experience, then it repeats the processes observed at Saint School; 

where the prioritising of structure and procedure renders invisible how such privileging is 

experienced. The measurement of a school’s success produces, and is informed by, its own 

methodologies. These rely on fixing pupils in place, like butterflies pinned to a specimen 

card. This place is decided through grades, levels, and results, all with potential for the 

prefixes ‘expected’ and ‘predicted’ to be attached. Data is collated for audiences including 

higher leadership teams, funding bodies and above all Ofsted.  This fixing process prohibits 

consideration of the embodied lived experience of pupils, leading schools to employ methods 

which Rath suggests ‘thingify’ and sediment fractured means of knowing into knowledge 

(Rath 2015:77).   

Data is pragmatically useful but there is a responsibility in how it is analysed and 

presented, the experiences of the community in which my research is based cannot be diluted 

through a narrow adherence to closed methodological constraints. I want the reader to gain 

more than a simplified depiction of how special measures processes were implemented. It is 

on this point that my struggle with methodology rests. I do not want to replicate the damaging 

process of ‘thingifying’ in my thesis by fixing the experiences of the Saint School community 

in amber. Nor do I wish to provide an autobiographical account of my personal responses to 
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the events at the school, my experiences are entangled with those of a whole community, 

interconnected in ways that move beyond personal narrative. This is not to suggest that 

methodology is essentially flawed but that its role is that of an appropriate tool, to assist in 

exploration of those things that generate intrigue and cause us to question. Commitment to a 

methodology cannot be the point of germination of research. 

Although traditional, singular methodologies cannot fully meet the goals of my 

research, I am encouraged by Gullion when she states that ‘no method or approach should be 

discarded if it helps illuminate a situation, process or issue’ (2018:99). Gullion goes further in 

her discussion of ethnography, suggesting that the body of the ethnographer is itself a data 

sieve, a research instrument that absorbs ‘vitalities of sensory empirical information and 

reconfiguring that information into new, different forms’ (2018:96). My research is interested 

in an event – an Ofsted inspection that leads to a special measures grading. The unfolding of 

subsequent events reveals ongoing movement and flux, creating a fluid collage into which my 

‘data sieve’ is not merely dipped; so suggesting that I as researcher stand outside of the 

school community. Rather my ‘body as data sieve’ is an integral, entangled part of that 

collage and the enmeshed experiences it presents.  

 The metaphor of a collage is useful here, disparate elements are brought together to 

create a new, unexpected picture; Gullion describing it ‘as an enactment of 

deterritorialization in that creating a collage, one takes something from its recognizable 

territory and distorts it into new forms. (2018:107) My research data developed through 

employing some of the traditional methods employed in ethnographic studies, such as 

interviews. (This approach and its potential limitations will be discussed in detail in the 

following sections). However, my research also engages with inanimate material sources 

including chairs and clothing; and what Bennett explains is their ‘vital materialism’ (Bennett 

2010: viii). Bennett further argues that such non-human substances exert ‘thing power’, a 
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potentiality that she describes as ‘the strange ability of ordinary, man- made items to exceed 

their status as objects and to manifest traces of independence or aliveness’ (2010: xvi).   

An example of such ‘thing power’ was observed when the newly installed executive 

head teacher announced that all pupils must use backpacks in which to carry books and 

equipment. Up until this announcement, the bag in which such items were transported was 

not a point of concern, the previous school leadership recognised that buying even the most 

basic uniform was a financial struggle for many families in this socio-economically deprived 

area. Parents were given two weeks to supply their children with a backpack. This inanimate 

object became a catalyst, sparking anger from parents, pupils and from the teaching staff who 

would be required to sanction pupils who turned up with any deviant form of book 

transportation. The backpack incited and stimulated, it came alive in its power to unite and to 

generate discussion around social class and it was to be carried on the back of every pupil. 

Further, the bags were heavy and unwieldy, pupils were bowed by them, their backs bent like 

so many turtles scurrying along the corridors. They complained that the straps dug into their 

shoulders. Smaller pupils were constantly ducking to avoid being knocked over by the 

backpack body of a taller pupil, physically pushing them out of a space through which they 

had previously been able to move easily.  

This example highlights the complexities of placing my thesis within any single 

methodological formula. The backpack contains both material and symbolic potentiality, a 

physical and signifying manifestation of a colonisation process. This tension between the 

discursive, the material and the symbolic is not easily captured within a cookie cutter 

methodological framework, a point that is stressed by Gullion when she argues that: 

[I]n conducting social science inquiry, we must consider a wealth of empirical 

evidence, not just interviews, but all of the “stuff” that we think with; theory and 

interviews and images and texts and other beings and objects and dreams and sensual 

data and memories and, and, and. (Gullion 2018:81) 
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It is this ‘and, and, and’ nature of my own inquiry that leads me to the inclusion of the 

insights from Malabou (2008;2010,2012), suggesting that we receive and give form through 

these sources, all are experience. Some will enrage, annihilating the received form. My 

research began from such a point of enragement or explosion, as I and a whole school 

community felt the force of a regime that promoted itself as being based on inviolable, 

righteous principles that in everyday work life were experienced as monstrous. Malabou 

enables my work to engage with both the micro and macro levels of analysis by focusing on 

lived experience, inherited through a process of receiving, giving, and demolishing form. It is 

this that links human encounter with the world, across temporal, cultural, and socio-political 

boundaries.  

An example of this can again be gleaned from the backpack issue described earlier; 

teachers were expected to sanction pupils who arrived to school without a backpack, knowing 

full well that that child’s family could not afford new equipment. Some experienced deep 

unease at doing so, often avoiding handing out punishments. They became angry with a 

systemic lack of regard for the socio-economic context of the school. Other teachers were 

less nuanced in their approach, applying the new rule in a rigid demand for compliance. 

Pupils would experience both attitudes and shades in between as they travelled from class to 

class. This lived experience of both teachers and pupils is linked with the micro example of 

family life and to macro examples of economic strategies.  

As the research sits within some of the parameters of ethnography, I will move 

forward by enlisting a more fluid envisioning of this method read through Malabou’s concept 

of plasticity (2008). Her philosophical approach opens a path for an innovative methodology 

that engages with the porous relationship between discourse and the material. This roots the 
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research in a subjective, interpretive method that considers the nature of social construction 

as embodied and ideologically malleable. Plasticity provides an aperture through which the 

socio-material and symbolic practices observed at the school under special measures can be 

placed within a naturalising process. This process replicates political and economic networks 

in neuronal pathways and therefore, the identity of individuals. It is contiguous to the 

discussion of Jungian archetypes and mass man (Jung 2006) in this thesis, and it dovetails 

with further theoretical influences that enrich this study. Importantly, plasticity avoids 

determinism in showing that resistance is always possible, by understanding that we have the 

choice to give form. This concept of choice confronts the capitalist concept of ‘flexibility as 

equal to employability’ and ‘explodes’ inherited patterns of docility. 

Confronting ethnography through plasticity 

In striving to guide the reader through the layered and entangled nature of my thesis, I will 

show how my work engages with some ethnographic methods but also how these do not 

construct an ethnographic written product. ‘Life’ overflows from methodological forms. 

Mistaking form for life, or expecting that form can represent, or take the place of life is a 

methodological concern. Therefore, the ethnographic methods that are employed in this thesis 

serve as an indication of research practices. 

Hammersley (1990:1-2) provides a list of features that can be associated with 

ethnography as a research method; he presents a useful yardstick against which I can consider 

where this thesis engages with elements of ethnography. Firstly, Hammersley states that 

ethnography studies take place in everyday contexts rather than seeking to analyse human 

behaviour under experimental conditions. My research is embedded in the lived experience of 

the school and its community, of which I too am a part.  

Next, Hammersley argues that data are collected from a wide array of source 

materials, usually without a preconceived structure. I received much of the information 
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presented in this thesis through everyday experience of the reform of structures and 

procedures, including the material practices that sought transformation. For example, the 

flight paths that were stuck in every pupil exercise book (Appendix 3) emphasising their 

target grade and current trajectory towards that goal, provides material evidence of 

ideological processes that are further evidenced through interviews and observations. This 

collage of sources largely unfolded as the executive leadership team initiated the operation of 

a new regime at Saint School.  

The research is a small-scale study situated in one secondary school, which 

Hammersley (1990:2) lists as the third characteristic of ethnographic investigation. The final 

point against which my research can be positioned as ethnographic is that the data analysis 

‘involves interpretation of the meanings and functions of human actions’ (Hammersley 

1990:2). An interpretive methodological framework ultimately accepts that the ambiguity and 

multiplicity of meaning engaged in by contextualised social groups, will not produce 

predictive or measurable outcomes. Schwartz-Shea & Yanow offer a useful definition of 

interpretive method, stating that: 

understanding how a word or an object, a ritual, ceremony, or other act is used, in 

context, potentially reveals (or raises questions about) assumed, unspoken or taken-

for-granted ideas about a range of values, beliefs and/or feelings. (Schwartz-Shea & 

Yanow 2012:23) 

 

 Through its ability to display contextuality through thick description, interpretive research 

crafts knowledge that is culturally embedded rather than that based on the testing of 

hypotheses (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow 2012: 48). As interpretive methods also examine how 

social construction occurs through interaction with wider social systems (Antwi & Hamza 

2015), there is clear correlation with the approach taken to my analysis of events at Saint 

School.  My research developed as I sought to make sense of the special measures process 
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rather than presenting itself at the beginning as a fully-fledged, tightly structured plan. 

Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012) suggest that interpretive research design takes a circular 

form where responding to the unexpected allows the researcher to flow with the inquiry as it 

develops, rather than being restrained and contained within a pre-ordained design structure. 

They argue that the process is ‘iterative and recursive, each of its parts informing and folding 

back on the others, enacting the same sense-making spiral that characterises the conduct of 

interpretive inquiry’ (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012:55). 

Having briefly ascertained that my research can logically be underpinned by elements 

of ethnographic method, it is important to consider ethnography in greater depth. It goes 

beyond the remit of this thesis to analyse the history and development of ethnography, but it 

is a difficult method to even define as ‘the meaning of ‘ethnography’ is not specific enough to 

form part of a typology that would capture one set of options available to the social 

researcher’ (Hammersley 1992:202). With its roots in Western anthropology, ethnography 

gained an unsettling reputation through its claims to authority over the representation of 

‘others’ (Clifford 1988, Coffey et al 1996, Skeggs 2009, Coffey 2018), and its colonial 

interpretive gaze based in ’specific historical relations of dominance and dialogue’ (Clifford 

1988: 119). While ethnographic research since the 1950’s has become more self- aware, its 

central purpose remains that of authoring the cultural experiences of others (Atkinson, 1990, 

1996). More recent focus on the position of language, knowledge, and power in ethnography 

has revealed its problematical nature, and emphasised the difficulties of engaging with it as a 

method in ways that are morally and ethically sound (Coffey et al 1996:1.3, Skeggs 2009).  

Reflexivity, the process of reflecting on one’s own position as researcher and writing 

the self into the research text, is promoted as addressing the inherent failures of 

representation in ethnography (Woolgar 1991; Alvesson and Skoldberg 2000, Pels 2000). 
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However, such claims are critically challenged. Adkins (2009:333) argues that rather than 

making the relationship between knower and known more transparent, reflexivity ‘inscribes a 

hierarchy of speaking positions in social research’, as it still privileges and legitimates certain 

voices over others. Simply laying claim to producing self- aware research texts hides or 

makes absent the underlying issues of representation; Skeggs (2009) suggests that ‘what it 

hides is the property relations of object and subject for which responsibility is evaded, 

although claimed.’ (2009:360) 

Skeggs (2009) does not dismiss the concept of reflexivity outright but emphasises the 

crucial difference between ‘being reflexive’ which leads to placing the researcher at the 

centre of their own research, and ‘doing reflexivity’ where the focus is on ‘practice, power, 

and process’ (Skeggs 2009: 366). Plasticity provides this focus in my thesis by centring 

analysis around examination of forms of lived experience that presents as a malleable, 

historically relational response to power. This calls for a reflexivity that is both accountable 

and responsible (Skeggs 2009); where I include the voices of staff or pupils from Saint 

School, it is to illuminate the concepts of hero, monster, myth, and performance that hold this 

work together. It is not to set those voices in place or to speak for them as appendages to my 

own autobiography. In writing them into this thesis, I trust that I present a viewpoint that is 

ethically responsible for all members of the Saint School community. Wormald (2014) 

emphasises the concept of plasticity as a framework, through which social action can be read 

and understood through examining subjective experience: 

The world, our socio-political organizations and ourselves are merely densely 

imbricated finite materialities capable of processual composition and recomposition, 

whose direction, shape and contours are nothing but the product of our own 

intervention and construction: conscious and unconscious alike. (Wormald 2014:2) 
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In analysing how economic and political systems become solidified and naturalised, 

Wormald argues that the role of habit must be considered (2014:52). In agreement with this 

point, my research scrutinises the position of power in the creation of habitual forms of 

thought and action and how this hegemonic process is negotiated.  

Research Aims 

Here I return to Malabou’s (Dalton 2019:245) contention that the method must always be 

dialectical, and that research must start with doing the opposite of what the ‘enemy’ would do 

in the face of what is presented to us. In considering this central principle I can establish the 

overarching aims of my research, which take the textual analysis beyond ethnographic 

account:  

 To examine lived experience as shaped through internalised, embodied networks of 

response to social control, reflecting ideological, political, and economic power 

structures. 

 To reconnoitre cultural, historical, and political experiences of the place of myth and 

the monstrous in the processes of acceptance of, and resistance to, hegemonic 

practices. 

 To challenge the authority of unilateral practices that make claims to the rightness of 

decontextualisation and the exclusion of lived experience; and to position such claims 

as monstrous. 

In fulfilling such aims, the research engages with a range of theoretical influences as outlined 

in the literature review chapter. These are woven through the analysis, to emphasise and 

clarify the entangled nature of lived experience.  

Research Questions  

The aims of my research generate key questions that sit at the heart of this thesis.  
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 Can mythical performativity be observed in the processes, procedures, and actions of 

the executive leadership team at Saint School? 

 What is the role of mythical performativity in sustaining or resisting ideological 

frameworks?   

These interrelated strands ultimately raise questions regarding the nature of power and its 

concomitant harnessing of hegemonic authority in the quest for compliance with ideological 

practices. The questions address the ambiguous relationship between myth and the claims to 

objectivity made in validating educational policy and practice. 

Interviews 

I employ a range of qualitative methods in developing my research; interviews from members 

of the Saint School community provide one form of data. Denzin describes the interview as a 

‘narrative device which allows persons who are so inclined to tell stories about themselves’ 

(Denzin 2001: 25); such narratives underpin the direction that my research takes in 

juxtaposing monster and hero themes in this thesis. However, the interview data are not 

privileged over other research material, as described earlier, they are read as elements of a 

‘collage’ of information. Interviews are themselves performative, positioning the respondent 

through discourse, in social relationships with others. This positioning performs the work of 

presenting a self-identity (Bamberg 1997) which is contextually framed; it is by analysing 

this framing alongside the relations that are present in the narratives that I give parity to all 

the data sources collected in my research (Whitaker & Atkinson 2019). This avoids the 

tendency found in ethnographic accounts to become over reliant on interviews as the 

predominant method of choice; this leads to the problem of the ‘interview society’ where 

authenticity is claimed through gaining access to the thoughts of others, particularly prevalent 

in social media and news interviews (Atkinson & Silverman 1997, Gubrium & Holstein 

2002).  
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Contextually framing self-identity and relational positioning in interview narrative 

also accepts that both interview speech and observed enactments/practices, are essentially 

performative and can be analysed in parallel with each other rather than in terms of 

contrasting or hierarchical authority status (Whitaker & Atkinson 2019). This ensures a shift 

in focus that circumvents claims that interview data reveal an inner personal reality that has 

previously been hidden from view by the respondent (Atkinson & Coffey 2002:811). It 

enables me to consider what is being performed through the interview process, both by the 

respondents and myself, examining how far the responses portray ‘accounts through which 

moral responsibility is described, and responsibility for actions is claimed or allocated’ 

(Whitaker & Atkinson 2019:6).  

 I interviewed five pupils, a teaching assistant, and three members of the teaching staff 

from Saint School. The interview sample consists of three Year 11 pupils and two sixth 

formers, all identifying as female. The sample self-selected after I made it known that I was 

conducting research into the ways that young people gain personal and social meaning from 

contemporary vampire/mythical narratives. I was not seeking empirical consistencies in this 

data, so committed to this small sample size. The teaching staff offered to take part as the 

research progressed, they were interested in the aims of the work and expressed a wish to 

contribute. 

The interviews with pupil do not directly engage with issues surrounding the special 

measures outcome, but rather with the processes by which they utilise mythical narrative and 

a redefined monstrous to create meaning within individual social contexts. Their 

contributions provide a backdrop from which some of my research questions arise, as well as 

adding to the textured, thick data required for me to move forward in my own understanding. 

Qualitative research relies on the interactive and dynamic process of sharing information with 

others, producing rich data that evolves from the relationship between interviewer and 
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interviewee. Initially I had considered group interviews to explore the fanship of the Twilight 

saga (Meyer 2005), however some of the Year 11 pupil explained that they would feel 

embarrassed discussing this in front of others. After consulting all members of the sample, I 

conducted the interviews one-to-one during lunch times, so each lasted approximately thirty 

minutes. The interviews with the two sixth form pupils, Ariel, and Katie, also took place in 

school but these could be more flexibly scheduled and lasted for up to an hour each. 

Interviews took place over a period of six months. An advantage of conducting the interviews 

on a one-to-one basis is that the Year 11 pupils belong to a friendship group and may have 

succumbed to peer or group pressure to align themselves with the experiences of others 

(Kitzinger & Barbour 1999). 

The interviews were all semi-structured; Ariel received a diagnosis of gender 

dysphoria during the research time- frame, so the discussions became more open ended in 

response to her experiences. Gender dysphoria can be defined as the ‘feeling of discomfort or 

distress that might occur in people whose gender identity differs from their sex assigned at 

birth or sex-related physical characteristics’12 As far as possible, I avoided directing the 

conversation and allowed Ariel to employ her admiration of the Twilight (Meyer 2005) 

character Rosalie as a conduit, through which to discuss her own transformation and self- 

acceptance. Such information was freely disclosed and is unlikely to have been given so 

openly in a group situation; the rapport that I had built with Ariel meant that she trusted the 

interview environment as one in which she would not be viewed as the ‘monster’ she had 

believed herself to be. Further interviews with Katie, a pupil involved with the cosplay 

(costume play based on anime or graphic novel characters) community, allowed key concepts 

                                                
12 https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/gender-dysphoria/symptoms-causes/syc-

20475255#:~:text=Gender%20dysphoria%20is%20the%20feeling,some%20point%20in%20their%20lives. 

 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/gender-dysphoria/symptoms-causes/syc-20475255#:~:text=Gender%20dysphoria%20is%20the%20feeling,some%20point%20in%20their%20lives
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/gender-dysphoria/symptoms-causes/syc-20475255#:~:text=Gender%20dysphoria%20is%20the%20feeling,some%20point%20in%20their%20lives


73 

 

related to the malleable nature of identity to emerge which inform the structure of the overall 

thesis outcome. 

The interviews were recorded with the full permission of the respondents, and parents 

where relevant. I found that using a pen drive with the capability to record was useful, as it 

was unobtrusive and made it very simple to transfer the interviews on to a computer for 

transcription. The interviewees seemed to forget the presence of this instrument, possibly due 

to its small size and no obvious microphone. The advantage of having the recordings was that 

I was able to pick up on unfinished discussions or emerging themes when I next met up with 

the respondents. Ideally, the pupil interviews would have taken place in an informal 

environment, but due to the constraints of space in the school building and of safeguarding 

guidelines, they were conducted in my classroom. However, this is a room that was familiar 

to the pupils and I sat away from the perceived authority of the ‘teacher’s desk’. Both Katie 

and Ariel spent a lot of time in my classroom when they felt the need to escape from the 

general pressures of the school day, they often sought me out if they were feeling anxious or 

concerned, so to some extent the room was a place of sanctuary for them. For the Year 11’s 

the room was also their tutor base, so they had a sense of ownership of the environment that 

reduced any perceived formality. 

The interviews with teaching staff largely took place through informal meetings 

outside of the school environment. Again, these are semi-structured, allowing the content to 

develop naturally. As many of the experiences that we discussed were shared, as we are all 

teachers at the school, there was less need for respondents to contextualise many of their 

responses. One of the teachers is newly qualified, the other two and the teaching assistant 

have each been qualified for at least five years. The teaching assistant had originally been 

employed by the school as an emotional and behavioural mentor prior to the special measures 
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grading; she considers the imposed change of role as underscoring the de-contextualisation of 

pupil achievement from the wider socio-economic setting of the school community. This 

developed a focus on neoliberal concepts of resilience, meritocracy and social mobility 

throughout the research. 

The interviews uncover some common themes, for pupils these are related to personal 

identity, the hero as role model, and empowerment. For teaching staff, the themes focus more 

directly on the processes and procedures imposed by the executive head teacher and their 

effects. These included: increased workload, replication of tasks, increased monitoring and 

assessment of both staff and pupils, disregard for social disadvantage and its effects on 

educational achievement, and stress/low morale under ineffective leadership. The responses 

emphasise the erosion of professional judgement and its replacement with relentless, 

repetitive administrative tasks. They point to the absence of consultation with teaching staff 

about the implementation of ‘improvement strategies’ and to a micro-managed regime of 

surveillance.  

By reading each text alongside each other through the lens of plasticity, I could frame 

information in some unexpected ways. By considering the place of habit in the process of 

being a flexible employee and internalising new procedures, I was provided with an aperture 

through which themes raised in the interviews could be analysed. The ritualistic, repetitive 

nature of processes at Saint School in special measures were framed alongside mythical 

practice; providing a position from where connections could be made to consider the 

interrelated nature of the two. This approach is strengthened through the theoretical 

contributions of Campbell (1988; 2001; 2004; 2008; 2009, 2012) and Jung (1919; 1973; 

1998; 2006, 2014), and further expanded by the examination of the role of performativity in 

special measures intervention practices. 
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Further sources 

Data from interviews were placed alongside a range of information collected through the 

everyday experiences of working at Saint School, during the roll- out of new policies and 

procedures. The special measures improvement strategies were accompanied by 

documentation outlining revised dress codes and Ofsted regulations, as well as assessment 

and tracking information that created modes of pupil and staff surveillance (available in 

Appendices).  

I include artefacts (provided as photographic evidence in Appendices) such as the 

religious iconography that appeared around the school after the arrival of the executive head 

teacher, and examples of presentations given to teaching staff from leadership team and other 

agencies, including an educational psychologist. Sections from sermons given by the school 

chaplain and descriptions of changes to the school buildings, as well as observations of 

enactment of power, all contribute to the development of thick description (Geertz 1973, Ryle 

2009). Thick description goes beyond merely describing an event and providing an account 

of what people do, to interpreting it by ‘recording the circumstances, meanings, intentions, 

strategies, motivations, and so on that characterise a particular episode’ (Schwandt 

2001:255). Here my methods align with ethnography in viewing the culture at Saint School 

as an ‘acted document’ of micro level, thickly textured, description that supports assertions 

and conclusions (Geertz 1973:314-340). I include the minutiae of policy documents and 

religious wall hangings as examples of cultural performance that can be interpreted as 

working to embed wider ideological intentions. 

 A further source of data collection was a short survey conducted with Year 10 and 11 

pupils about their reading of the Twilight (Meyer 2005) novels and films. The sample was 

self-selecting and provided fifteen responses to a structured survey. These elicited a limited 
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amount of qualitative information but are useful in considering a gendered positioning of the 

hero, through the descriptions of the central female character of the stories.  

Ethical Considerations 

I was aware of the ethical issues raised through conducting research with school pupils, 

particularly as I was known to them in my role as a teacher. Permissions were gained from 

the then-head teacher and from parents/carers of the pupils for interviews to take place in 

school, undertaken with due regard for all relevant safeguarding policies and procedures. The 

interviews with Saint School teaching staff took place outside of the school premises and a 

full explanation of the purpose of my work was provided prior to their agreement to take part. 

All respondents and their parents/carers were given a full explanation of the aims and purpose 

of my research, as well as a commitment from myself to share the completed thesis and its 

outcomes if required.  

As the research progressed, particularly in the case of Ariel, I realised that 

information was being shared with me that was beyond the original remit, so further consent 

was gained from parents/carers, concurring with Clandinin and Connelly (2000:175) that ‘we 

need to be aware of the possibility that the landscape and the persons with whom we are 

engaging as participants may be shifting and changing’. My central concern was to maintain 

the anonymity of the sample group and of the school itself. All transcriptions of the 

interviews have been produced under pseudonyms and I have made every effort to protect the 

identity of the school, changing its name throughout the thesis and not disclosing its exact 

location. Such protection results in not being able to provide traceable data to present the 

socio-economic status of Saint School in more detail; I acknowledge that this would provide 

a deeper understanding of the gulf existing between the socio-economic context of Saint 

School and the executive team’s home school.  
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Further, the focus of the thesis is rooted in the analysis of neoliberal processes, their 

implementation, and their effects, it is not a critique of specific individuals. I am concerned to 

protect the teaching staff who contribute through interviews, as any perceived criticism of the 

leadership of the school would be met with punitive responses. This highlights the divide 

between internal and external ethical engagement (Floyd & Arthur 2012). In following the 

ethical guidelines and consent process to gain institutional agreements for my research to 

proceed, I enact external ethical engagement. However, it is the moral dilemma raised by the 

acute necessity to maintain anonymity for teaching staff that involved internal ethical 

engagement with issues that were a point of concern (Floyd & Arthur 2012: 5). The 

consideration of ethical issues serves to highlight the overarching power structures within 

educational establishments. Hierarchical management, performance-related pay and divisive 

practices produce a work environment where freedom of opinion, unless in line with senior 

management edicts, is both discouraged and professionally inadvisable. To overcome the 

disquiet raised by this, I provide layers of anonymity through non- disclosure of the subjects 

taught by interviewees.  

I have approached ethical considerations with integrity and have protected the 

anonymity of individuals who have contributed. However, I realise that that this can be an 

attempt to predict future events beyond current knowledge and control. Ethics creep 

(Haggerty 2004) describes the ever-expanding remit of the ‘ethics industry’ to bound and 

police the focus and processes of research across all disciplines. Rabinow (2004) argues that 

accepting that researchers can foresee, and take responsibility for, all future consequences is 

unworkable in social environments that are in the constant processes of change. 
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CHAPTER 2   MYTHICAL PERFORMATIVITY AND 

SYMBOLIC RESTRUCTURING 
 

This chapter examines the relationship between myth, discourse, performativity, and ideology 

represented through the process of turning around a failing school. It considers the role of the 

executive head teacher as culture hero, displaying mythical enactment within a neoliberal 

discourse that privileges objectivity. The invisible nature of the relationship between mythical 

performativity, discourse, and the ideological claims of entitlement that underpin 

neoliberalism, is analysed. The chapter also explores alternative heroes that can inspire young 

people, through analysis of interviews with two Saint School pupils. This opens an 

investigation of the cultural labour that heroes perform in sustaining or contesting neoliberal 

ideologies.  

 The relationship between myth, discourse, performativity, and ideology  

The concepts of myth and ideology gain a central role in this exploration of the socio-

political relationships that exist in the complex context of a Christian faith school in special 

measures. My experiences in education, especially of working under executive leadership, 

would certainly resonate with Campbell’s description of Darth Vader outlined in the literature 

review. Every edict and strategy put in place at Saint School following its classification as 

‘inadequate’ is framed within language that reifies the ‘system’ and its requirements. 

Educational policies are sovereign and not open to any interpretations other than that 

provided by the executive leadership team. This system and its formula for success is in place 

to generate all that is necessary to improve ‘outcomes’, and any focus on pupil needs, apart 

from academic progress, is deemed to be unproductive. The pastoral role of the form tutor, 

for example, would now move towards delivering goal-setting activities during tutor times, 

encouraging pupils to consider personal targets for academic achievement and future career 

progression. 
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The new regime works to exclude extraneous issues that could be perceived as 

barriers to academic success, by not acknowledging that they are barriers or that they even 

exist. This was never more apparent than when one of the sixth form teachers was asked by 

the executive head teacher why one of her pupils had not gained their targeted grade in her A 

level examination. When told that the student was in hospital on the day of the examination 

following a suicide attempt, the culmination of years of mental health issues, the only 

response was to demand that the teacher didn’t use ‘back stories’ to excuse a poor result. In a 

small A level class, one low grade could appear to be a high percentage overall failure for 

that class teacher, the system provides no space for the realities of life that can intrude into 

the academic journey of pupils. In an interview, Raphael explains his experience of this as a 

recently qualified teacher: 

The wider educational policy does not adequately address the differences in the 

learning experience of these pupils and their associated outcomes.  The criteria 

against which the school is assessed by Ofsted are unfair in this context, as there are 

many external factors beyond the influence of the school preventing pupils from 

achieving what similar peers from less-disadvantaged backgrounds will achieve.  

(Appendix 5: Response 9) 

 

This view is forcefully echoed in an interview with Julia, a mentor whose role has been 

restructured to that of classroom assistant under the executive head teacher: 

DH: How far do you feel that the socio-economic context of the school was taken into 

account by the executive leadership team when your role was changed?  

J: Not all. I don’t think the new head cared about our story. He needed to get out of 

his office and take a walk around his surroundings, to be frank. Too many middle-

class values and ideals were applied to the students.  Maslow anyone? Our students 

come from deprived backgrounds and need some nurture before they are ready to 

learn.  (Appendix 10: Response 10) 

 

The neoliberal approach to education represented by such examples invokes Campbell’s 

(2001) sociological function of myth, exhibiting the reification of systems of accountability. 
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Compliance with the systemic restructuring of Saint School depends on a ‘this is the way the 

world works’ rationale. Acceptance is gained through the creation of what Harvey refers to as 

‘the construction of consent’ (Harvey 2007:39-63). This is the conscious mustering of social 

and political agencies to propagate the idea that viable alternatives to an ideology do not 

exist, and to ensure internalisation of this belief. Once specific practices are perceived to be 

‘common sense’ they become socio-culturally ingrained. Monbiot (2017) goes further, 

arguing that the invisibility of neoliberalism as an ideology has allowed it to take on a quasi 

socio-religious role in the collective psyche, stating that: 

So pervasive has neoliberalism become that we seldom even recognise it as an 

ideology. We appear to accept the neoliberal proposition that this utopian, millenarian 

faith (which holds that the free market, unimpeded by government intervention, will 

answer all human needs) is nothing more than a description of a neutral, natural force- 

a kind of biological law, like Darwin’s theory of evolution.’ (Monbiot 2017: 3) 

 

Parallels can be drawn with classical mythology; the power of invisibility is often a vital 

component of mythical narrative by assisting in escapes, theft, or entry to dangerous places.  

We see echoes of the helmet of Pluto, variously used by Hades, Perseus, and Hermes to 

escape monstrous antagonists through becoming invisible (Hansen 2004), reflected in popular 

fantasy narratives such as Lord of the Rings (Tolkien 1965) and Harry Potter (Rowling 2009, 

2015). The potency of cloaked power structures is clearly understood by Bacon (2011) in his 

discussion of politics:  

For the helmet of Pluto, which maketh the politic man go invisible, is secrecy in the 

counsel and celerity in the execution. For when things are once come to the execution, 

there is no secrecy comparable to celerity; like the motion of a bullet in the air, which 

flieth so swift as it outruns the eye. (Bacon 2011:762) 

 

 I argue that the current neoliberal education system not only engages with mythic 

performances but also utilises the armoury of the mythical. It has the paradoxical ability to be 
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everywhere while remaining so unexposed that it is at best an intangible foe. At worst it 

cannot be observed at all, it ‘outruns the eye’. The changes introduced at Saint School deny 

the existence of external factors that can affect academic achievement, positioning socio-

economic inequalities as excuses to justify operational failure. This denial renders invisible 

the systemic, structural inequalities wrought by neoliberalism and obscures them from critical 

examination.  

Malabou (2008:78) would suggest that Saint School staff are being required to adapt 

to a cultural shift in how pupils are to be perceived; holistic approaches to support are 

deprioritised and reframed as enabling failure. Teachers are asked to ‘unsee’ the myriad of 

barriers that could affect academic progress, creating de-contextualised subjects who can be 

defined by input-output educational results. This adaptation to a received cultural form is 

demanded in an educational environment that also makes modes of resistance invisible. 

While teaching and support staff vehemently disagree on a personal level with the approach 

that children can be defined as economic units, the ‘inadequate’ Ofsted grading is cited as 

proof that the previously holistic ethos of the school hindered pupil progress.  

On receiving information from a teaching trade union that stated the legal rights 

concerning work-life balance and workloads in schools, the executive head teacher called a 

meeting. Teachers were told that if they insisted on ‘thwarting his plans’ through complaints 

to such bodies, then he as our ‘saviour’, would walk away from the challenge. The unnamed 

horrors that would be visited upon the school by less kindly leaders were listed, including 

mass redundancies, cameras in classrooms, and revised job descriptions that would result in 

pay cuts. A litany of faults and issues with all aspects of the school and its previous 

organisation was read out, providing a rationale for the executive head teacher to demand 
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unswerving dependence on his benevolence rather than on the protection of the teaching 

unions. 

This staff meeting example is both dramaturgically and discursively performative, 

confirming the location of redemptive power in a hero figure, and reframing resistance as 

self- defeating within a discourse of adaptation to cultural change. McDowell argues that 

‘mythic performances explore and refine the groundwork for collective identities’(1998:80); 

the analysis of such enactments at Saint School expose the relationship between mythical 

performativity and discourse. The shaping of such discourse, to gain flexibility and adaptive 

behaviours from staff, negates the possibility of effective resistance. The performance and 

repetition of imposed tasks gradually moves unfamiliar procedures and perceptions into 

habitual actions. It is through mundane acts that schools gradually acquiesce to an invisible 

neoliberal framing of educational progress. Ideology is hegemonic when its principles 

become invisible, habitually enacted, and diffused across multiple cultural and socio-political 

boundaries. Despite neoliberalism’s claims to legitimation through logic and market-driven 

accountability, Campbell’s (2001) functions of myth can be observed as underpinning the 

cultural reformation of Saint School.   

Freeden (2003) defines ideology as ‘a set of ideas, beliefs, opinions, and values’ that 

are adhered to by influential groups, and within which recurring patterns can be observed. 

These groups are in competition to produce and to control planning for public policy, ‘with 

the aim of justifying, contesting, or changing the social and political arrangements and 

processes of a political community’ (2003:43). His discussion of the role of language adds 

further understanding of the power relationships that inform ideology, stating that control of 

political language is key to gaining and maintaining control over policy making. Ideologies 

are therefore always threatened by competing opponents (Freeden 2003: 66). The cultural 



83 

 

enactment and manifestation of ideology can be observed through the symbolic, Freeden 

stating that ‘ideologies are not exact representations of an ideational reality, but symbolic 

reconstructions of it’ (2003:65). Jung (1919, 2014) would argue that symbolic representations 

of belief systems are innate projections of the archetypal template of the human psyche. 

Campbell (2008) suggests that these archetypes give rise to the monomyth of the rescuing 

hero or saviour figure, as represented by executive head teachers.  

The utilisation of mythical symbolism provides the foundations on which consensus is 

sought by management teams at Saint School. The archetypal rescuing hero is reflected in the 

actions, behaviours, and motivations of an executive head teacher fully committed to the 

concept of ‘super head’. To fulfil the challenges of the hero’s journey in bringing the boon of 

academic success to Saint School, the executive head teacher presents himself as willing to 

face foes (Ofsted); and to utilise the esoteric gifts that he alone, as the one who accepted the 

journey, can confer (Campbell 2008). The hero’s journey provides the plot points for 

narratives ranging from children’s fairy stories to blockbuster film scripts, but it is also the 

blueprint for autobiographical, transformational accounts of self-improvement. Campbell 

(2008) suggests that the hero figure is archetypal, emerging from the psyche to travel the 

same route in whatever context he or she is found. 

13 

                                                
13 http://www.movieoutline.com/articles/the-hero-journey-mythic-structure-of-joseph-campbell-monomyth.html 

 

http://www.movieoutline.com/articles/the-hero-journey-mythic-structure-of-joseph-campbell-monomyth.html
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Mundane practices, such as the rule for pupils to write in purple ink to signify improvements 

to their work, are imbued with an arcane power to please Ofsted. Sanctions are put in place to 

punish or shame transgressors of the requirement to engage in such group invocation of the 

magical; lesson observations include scrutiny of the colour of ink used in pupils exercise 

books. Kulz (20172) describes a similar scenario in her examination of Mossbourne 

Community Academy, stating that Michael Wilshaw presents himself as a maverick in a wild 

west narrative ‘where the righteous hero saves urban children’ (20172:95) through 

regimented, micro-management of behaviours. 

The imposition of a saviour figure who has not risen from within the culture of Saint 

School creates greater urgency for the executive head teacher, to ensure acceptance of a new 

and seemingly all-encompassing regime. I argue that the performativity of the executive head 

teacher seeks to portray omnipotence, his word and his wisdom cannot be challenged. His 

installation of costly, overtly Christian symbols and statues at the school reinforces his 

alignment with theistic ideologies. These religious belief systems already existed within the 

collective identity of the school but were given a more overt status under the new leadership. 

This point is explained in greater detail later in this chapter, but it is interesting to note that 

Kulz (20172) also observes an alignment with religious symbolism by the head teacher at a 

non-faith school. She argues that the ethos of Michael Wilshaw at Mossbourne Community 

Academy takes on religious dimensions as a doctrine to be invested in and exported to other 

deprived areas as truth, combining the language of church and market’ (Kulz 20172:95). Such 

examples show how ideological frameworks that assist in the labour of another can be 

appropriated; the symbolic potential of religion becoming instrumental in endorsing 

neoliberal practices. 

The promotion of concepts such as accountability, measurable outcomes and data 

analysis have become the basis on which current practices in English schools are managed 
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and deemed to be successful or otherwise. This thesis opens a debate, considering the 

ideological privileging of objective, data driven educational policy as sustained through 

performances that reflect the functions of myth. Such enactments are intertwined with the 

shaping of discourse that supports ideological positions. This position of discourse between 

myth and ideology, sitting alongside mythical performativity, creates a fluid area for 

contestation and control. Discourse, in tandem with mythical performativity, is the position 

where power to give shape to ideology can be won or lost. Malabou (2008:12) argues that the 

capitalist demand for flexible, adaptive work practices prevents resistance, as the giving of 

form is made invisible as a choice or possibility. However, the mythical underpinning of this 

process can be made visible, contesting claims of total rationality made for the changes at 

Saint School.  

When a colleague referred to those engaged in inspection processes in schools, 

particularly those instigated externally through Ofsted, as the ‘dementors’, it highlighted the 

relationship between their mythical performativity and the discourse of objective scrutiny that 

they embody. The dementor is a character borrowed from Rowling’s Harry Potter (2017), a 

creature who ‘will feed on you long enough to reduce you to something like itself – soulless 

and evil. You’ll be left with nothing but the worst experiences of your life’ (2017:140). The 

dementors have mythical parallels across all cultures, including Irish sluagh (Spence 1945), 

the Slovakian Vodníci (Rose 2001) and African soul eaters (Schmoll 1993), all who hunt 

down and remove human souls.  Rowling has since explained that her inspiration for her own 

spirit sucking spectres was based on personal experience with depression, the symptoms of 

which she describes as the ‘absence of hope, that very deadened feeling, which is so very 

different from feeling sad’ (Treneman 2000).  
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Such depletion of energy can be observed as a side effect of the special measures 

process at Saint School. Ofsted inspections perform fear-inducing elements of the mythical, 

through discourses of accountability, the irrefutability of standardised measures of success 

and failure, and of legitimised, indisputable authority. Saint School has never recovered its 

vitality since the 2014 Ofsted inspection; endless ‘mocksteds’ and lesson observation regimes 

have served to exsanguinate all energy from the organisation.  

Freeden (2003) considers ideology to be an ever fluid, ever competing concept where 

control and influence over differing political narratives is sought, contested, and maintained. 

Braun and McCutcheon (2009) develop analysis of myth by demanding that we strip away all 

representations of the sacred and transcendent from the mythical, to consider instead that it is 

something more mundane, suggesting: 

Myths are not special (or sacred) but ordinary human means of fashioning and 

authorising their lived-in and believed-in “worlds”, that myth is an ordinary rhetorical 

device in social construction and maintenance makes this rather than that social 

identity possible in the first place […] myth is a vehicle, whereby any of a variety of 

possible social charters is rendered exemplary, authoritative, singular, unique, as 

something that cannot be imagined differently. (Braun & McCutcheon 2009:200)  

 

Building on this view, alongside Freeden’s (2003) statements on the nature of ideology, an 

argument can be made for positioning myth as a central mechanism in the construction, 

dissemination, and success of competing ideological frameworks. As McCutcheon (2003) 

warns, study of the symbolism and ritual evidenced through myth, and exploration of its 

resonance in contemporary social structures, cannot ignore the role of power in the 

construction and dissemination of the original mythical narrative.  

The notion that such symbolism is universal, transcendent, and value-free denies the 

ideological labour that myth performs. McCutcheon argues that analysis of mythical 

symbolism across cultures and historical timeframes must examine how this supports or 
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contests the norms and values of a society. Without considering the work that such symbols 

do, we ‘risk uncritically propagating the social patterns to which these products once 

contributed’ (McCutcheon 2003:49). Barthes (1972) makes a similar point, arguing that myth 

can give things ‘a natural and eternal justification, it gives them a clarity which is not that of 

an explanation but that of a statement of fact’ (1972 :143). He states that myth makes things 

‘innocent’, we accept the meanings that myth gives to the way our world is organised. It is 

only by going beyond what is visible and evident in mythical performativity that its true 

purpose is revealed. This leads me to question if enactment of the mythical is so readily 

accepted because we always recognise its shaping as something familiar, perhaps ‘wallowing 

in the evident, it establishes a blissful clarity, things appear to mean something by 

themselves’ (Barthes 1972 :143). 

In agreement with McCutcheon, this thesis explores the place of myth as an 

implement, a tool that can be utilised to aid and abet the normalisation of socio-political 

structures and their hierarchies. It considers the processes through which the executive 

leadership team at Saint School was legitimised, and the position of mythical performativity 

in normalising new practices.  However, while concurring with McCutcheon (2003) and 

Barthes’ (1972) views that myth is an essential component in the ‘making natural’ of socio-

political structures of power, I will go further in suggesting that Jungian archetype theory 

(Jung 2014) contends that such mythical enactment is inescapable.   

The promotion of specific forms of effective practice, the role of identity, the focus on 

self-management in a micro-managed environment, the cult of leadership via the executive 

head teacher as saviour, can be analysed through the interrelatedness of myth, mythical 

performativity + discourse, and ideology. By examining the labour of myth, as well as its 

constant presence in this interdependent relationship, its role in socio-political structuring and 
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control can be ascertained. The appeal to rationality that justifies the actions of the executive 

leadership team therefore becomes more ambiguous and less grounded in objectivity.  

The outcomes of the special measures process at Saint School evoked an atmosphere 

of being rudderless. The ‘no notice’ inspection, followed by the removal of key leadership 

figures, created the psychological environment in which the arrival of the ‘white knights’ of 

an executive team would be considered necessary. As Schrempp (2014) states ‘traditional 

mythologies offer numerous templates for the construction of narratives of triumph and 

usurpations, especially of an older line of gods by a younger one’ (2014:32). Saint School 

was to be led to success by a new leader, one with personal ambition to create a triumph 

narrative of his own. 

Communicative tactics in producing identities of failure. 

 The process of placing a school into special measures is a carefully orchestrated 

deconstruction of the previous identity of the institution. The reputation of educational 

establishments is built historically, melding community, family, ethos, image and the 

interrelationship between pupils, parents, and staff to embed the perceived character of a 

school within its local context. To demote an inspection grading from a previously ‘good 

with outstanding features’ to ‘inadequate and requiring special measures’ creates a contagion 

effect, dismantling all currently held beliefs about the school. This deconstruction ripples out 

from the centre and rapidly spreads beyond the immediate environs via its populace and the 

media. This demolition process cannot happen overnight; the socially constructed realities of 

an organisation do not exist in two dimensions. The special measures grading is intrinsically 

humiliating for any school, it incorporates expectations that the institution and its staff will 

accept a newly defined status. This status is specified through the account of failure inscribed 

in the grading and the ensuing Ofsted report, representing a degradation ritual (Garfinkel 
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1956) for a school. The communicative tactics of this ritual (Garfinkel 1956) are formalised 

and contextualised against specific standards that are deemed to represent a successful or 

outstanding school; as Garfinkel explains, it is not possible to measure the features of the 

denounced ‘without reference to the counter conception’ (1956:423). 

 The management of the grading announcement and the following outcome report are 

carefully choreographed; the gap between the inspection and the published report can be 

weeks long, during which the result must remain confidential. The institution is in a state of 

deep uncertainty for that time; information is tightly controlled by leadership teams, adding to 

conjecture and anxiety. At Saint School, it was abundantly clear that the outcome had not 

been positive, the demeanour of the head teacher (prior to the executive team who were 

installed after his retirement) and those who had been in direct contact with the Ofsted 

inspection team made this obvious. It was only after the Ofsted report arrived that a whole 

staff meeting was called to verify the special measures grading, letters were then sent to all 

parents/carers, and assemblies held to inform pupils.  

 It was here that a much greater distancing between the leadership team who were 

managing the school at this time, and those lower in the hierarchy became apparent. Goffman 

(1956:51) describes a team mate as ‘someone whose dramaturgical co-operation one is 

dependent upon in fostering a given definition of the situation’; a closing of ranks was 

observed in the leadership team as they sought to control the narrative and reassure parents 

and pupils. The Ofsted report outlined the issues that evidenced the grading, stating that the 

critical requirement was to ‘as a matter of urgency improve the impact of leadership and 

management in improving the quality of teaching, and so raise standards of achievement’ 

(Appendix 4).The reported failings of the leadership team were de-emphasised in all 

following communication with pupils, in one assembly they were told that their ‘teachers had 
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let them down’ but that leadership were going to fix the problem. The Ofsted inspection that 

took place in the autumn term saw the school governance team and head teacher replaced by 

the executive leaders from an ‘outstanding’ school, by the end of the winter term. In that time 

frame, the rhetoric of blame placed on teaching staff rather than on inadequate management, 

had rooted and become ingrained in the school and its wider community context.  

 This inequitable apportioning of blame for the special measures grading marks the 

point where a more divisive and distinctly more hierarchical structure of leadership begins. 

This is disruptive to professional relationships, as trust starts to erode. Questions arise as to 

how far those in leadership positions will support and protect staff, in the face of pressure to 

protect their own reputations and livelihoods. The label of failure, unfairly allocated, 

produces new antagonisms as teaching staff question the inferior professional identity that 

they are suddenly required to accept. In his research into the concept of stigma, Goffman 

reveals how managing staff perceptions of having been unequally discredited, has become so 

central to the leadership strategies at Saint School, as they seek to minimise resistance. He 

argues that ‘discrepancies between virtual and actual identity will always occur and always 

give rise to the need for tension management (in regard to the discredited), and information 

control (in regard to the discreditable) (Goffman 1963:164)’. 

The tension management at Saint School became more authoritarian, contact with 

teaching unions was viewed as subversive, and there was a constant demand to ‘think of the 

pupils’ before engaging in any form of resistance. This approach became so ingrained in the 

management ethos that a recently qualified teacher suggests that during training courses, 

teaching trainees ‘should be encouraged to push back on the culture of living-to-work and the 

“for the kids” excuse. However, I don’t feel [that] the powers that be will want this to 

become commonplace’ (Appendix 5: Response 12).    
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  The invested loyalties and emotional attachments formed by school staff are amorphous 

elements, that create contested areas of personal belief about where priorities lie in working 

with young people, and in what the identity of a ‘successful teacher’ encompasses. I suggest 

that the divide between the ethos of the school prior to inspection and the shift to a new 

imposed actuality, creates a liminal space where mythical performance and discourse can be 

observed to do the labour of ideological principles. The incongruity between teacher identity 

before and after the move into special measures is positioned as further evidence of a failure 

to recognise shortcomings; the expertise of Ofsted had pierced a smokescreen of delusional 

thinking on the part of Saint School.  

     Schrempp’s (2016:25) discussion of transformation myths suggests that ‘at some 

point, as a result of a culture hero, and actions that if not miraculous are at least beyond the 

ordinary, the cosmos undergoes a shift that makes it suitable for human life’ He argues that a 

hero figure is required to precipitate the movement towards acceptance of a newly defined 

identity; this figure provides gifts that recalibrate the perceptions of a culture. This parallels 

Malabou’s (2010) concept of receiving form, in this case a new shape of what constitutes a 

successful school and teacher. As previously noted in the introduction to this thesis, the 

special measures grading states that ‘the school is failing to give its pupils an acceptable 

standard of education, and the persons responsible for leading, managing or governing the 

school are not demonstrating the capacity to secure the necessary improvement in the school’ 

(Education Act 2005).  

While not suggesting that a failing educational establishment is unable to support 

human life, this statement certainly points to a special measures school as being 

‘uninhabitable’, in terms of educational success when measured against specific criteria. The 

bestowing of the grading by the inspection team becomes the symbolic moment of the 
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downfall, from which the territory must be made a ‘safe’ domain for a neoliberal framework 

of academic achievements. Greenblatt (2012) calls such moments ‘the swerve’, that transitory 

event where there is a turning away from the current equilibrium towards a new alignment of 

reality. Where this deviation in direction is sudden and hard angled, the mythical cultural 

hero becomes an essential element in the transformational narrative, lifting the lesser 

characters from the ensuing disorientation and emotional disruption. The need for redemption 

is stoked through this feeling of being adrift, a situation that was clearly capitalised upon by 

the executive head teacher who was installed to transform Saint School.  

Staging the religious 

The realm of ancient myth would suggest that the construction of the executive head teacher 

role is akin to ‘the culture hero who brings the gifts of civilization to a people’14or to ‘whom 

a people attributes factors that appear most essential to its existence and culture15. Such 

definitions signify a soteriological aspect to this hero type, one that demands that those for 

whom salvation is being offered must recognise their own need for deliverance. This takes on 

added significance in the context of the faith school. The messianic basis of Christianity 

already pervades the ethos of the institution, both symbolically and materially, creating a 

milieu that is primed for appropriation by a less esoteric saviour figure. Saint School has a 

school prayer and a mission statement that proclaims the institution guided by the example of 

Jesus Christ. Each classroom has a small cross on the wall and a chaplain worked at the 

school prior to the special measures grading. Key events in the Christian calendar, such as the 

resurrection of Christ, are delivered through assemblies and lessons that seek to provide 

understanding of the awe-inspiring nature of a created universe and its transcendent 

mysteries. The Christian faith provides a somewhat mundane backdrop to everyday lived 

                                                
14  http://www.mythencyclopedia.com/Go-Hi/Heroes.html#ixzz4gZyojQbV 
15 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/culture%20hero 
 

http://www.mythencyclopedia.com/Go-Hi/Heroes.html#ixzz4gZyojQbV
http://www.mythencyclopedia.com/Go-Hi/Heroes.html#ixzz4gZyojQbV
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/culture%20hero
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experience in Saint School. There are no nuns or priests in constant attendance or pupils 

being encouraged to commit their lives to a convent or seminary. 

Saint School was placed under the control of an interim executive board (IEB) who 

took responsibility for the running of the school, from control of budgets to the 

implementation of specific teaching and learning programmes with the purpose of rapid 

improvement. The executive head teacher was already leading a Catholic high school, his 

introduction of a more overt display of religiosity at Saint School was deemed to be at least 

as important as his more material responsibilities. This portrays a deeper drive to not only 

align the success of his own school with Christian symbolism, but also to present himself as a 

missionary, saving a failing faith school from its separation from God. 

   It is useful here to return to Campbell’s (2001) four functions of myth and the way 

that these can be observed in the processes that sought to reconstruct both the identity and the 

operational functioning of the school. The perceived omniscience of the interim executive 

head teacher mirrors the transcendent nature of the Christian ethos: the symbols of the sacred 

become a conduit through which new hierarchical power structures can be projected. On a 

physical level, the mystical function is employed through the re-organisation of the building 

and the installation of more overt Catholic iconography. 

  Prior to the Ofsted inspection, the chapel area had clearly reflected the culture of the 

school. It was designed to allow for quiet reflection and meditation, with comfortable 

beanbag-style seating and low tables that held a variety of artefacts to elicit discussion and 

prayer. The room was light, with large windows and colourful pictures on the walls. The 

chapel was situated next to the chaplain’s office and became a resource for teaching staff, a 

place of solitude for pupils who required a quiet area to reflect, and a meeting place for pupils 

wishing to organise charity events. It was a welcoming, comfortable, safe area that was in 
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constant use by pupil and staff alike. Following the arrival of the executive head teacher, this 

‘safe space’ has been repurposed as a classroom. The chapel has moved to the former lecture 

theatre, with the tiered seating remaining in place so that focus is drawn to the front of the 

room. In complete contrast to its former environment, the new chapel has no windows and is 

painted a stark white. A single image of a Celtic cross is painted on the wall (Appendix 6). 

The chapel now doubles as the room where staff have morning briefings, its austere and 

claustrophobic surroundings becoming an amphitheatre from which speakers can take centre 

stage, the single cross illuminated behind them. A large carving of Christ has been placed in 

the entrance of the school; quotations from the Bible are fixed to every corridor wall in the 

building; and every classroom is checked to ensure that a cross and prayers are on display.  

A setting has been created against which performances of religiously endorsed 

authority can be authentically enacted (Goffman 1956:13), also inferring that the school has 

‘rediscovered’ a religious and moral identity that had been lost amongst its general failings. 

Such material expression of the Christian culture of the school had previously been 

considered less important than active expression of faith through deeds and personal action, 

often related to the ethos of going ‘above and beyond’ for the pupils. The purpose of this 

restructuring of space is exposed by Shilling’s suggestion that ‘actors draw upon rules and 

resources in specific spatial contexts which are themselves ordered in ways which effect the 

production and reproduction of central features of our society’ (Shilling 19912:24). 

  Ellwood (1999) discusses the requirement for the modern ‘hero’ to rekindle collective 

consciousness through the retrieval of ‘the power latent in ancient symbols’ (Ellwood 1999: 

29). This overt and abundant display of Christian symbolism is seemingly at odds with the 

business model of education that is being imposed elsewhere in the school improvement 

action plan, but clearly has a purpose in the overall scheme. My observations suggest that the 
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executive head teacher sees himself as a saviour figure, apotheosised as ruling by divine 

right. I argue that he seeks to create a sense of metaphysical relationship between himself and 

God, proclaiming his ‘call’ to take up the role as saviour of a failing school as God’s will. 

After shouting so angrily at a female pupil for a minor rule infringement that he caused her to 

burst into tears, the executive head was heard to say that he would get her a tissue, because he 

was a Christian and he could see that her tears showed a change in her attitude to the rules. 

This incident took place in a busy lunch hall in front of many other pupils, seemingly 

performed as a ‘morality play’ to highlight not just the missionary role of the executive head 

teacher, but also his spiritual superiority. 

I argue that the purpose of such displays is to create a tableau, a symbolic aide 

memoire to enroot a new mythology or religious folk lore in the psyche of Saint School 

inhabitants. The process of detaching a school from its concrete social context requires rapid 

shifts in consciousness to be instigated, new frameworks of authority must be seen to 

transcend the prevailing social and spiritual normativity and values.  

  Changes to the culture of the institution, through the harnessing of the numinous 

motifs of the Christian faith, had an ambivalent effect on staff and pupils alike. Pupils 

remarked that they felt that these symbolic representations were more an expression of the 

nature of the executive team than of Catholicism. They commented that their school was 

‘being taken over’ through such imagery, not by Christianity, but by the intruding support 

team. Staff too felt that money and time could be better spent on specific material support for 

pupils at a time when funding was decreasing, and that the conspicuous employment of 

Christian symbols was beyond the remit of a team who were supposed to be focusing on 

teaching and learning. This redefinition of both physical and spiritual space in the school 
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building is a territorial frontline, from which the executive team seek to gain not merely 

legitimation but also an idealised, heroic positioning as crusader figures. 

  However, ‘myth is really a meaning category on the part of hearers, not intrinsic in 

any story in its own right’ (Ellwood 1999:175), and the role of the executive head created a 

sense of rejection. This was not rejection of the Christian symbols, but of the contrived 

relationship that was perceived as being fabricated through his ‘ownership’ of the imagery of 

faith. Faith schools pose a difficulty for the touted rational accountability of neoliberalism, in 

that they are underpinned by spiritual and moral belief structures, requiring more nuanced 

handling than do the material aspects of transforming a failing school. The attempt to 

appropriate the religious into a wider redemptive plan of action for the school lacked an 

understanding of the role that Christianity already filled in the collective experience of staff 

and pupils. Although the executive head teacher sees himself as part of a wider Christian 

consciousness, he sought a transcendence that was unavailable to him in Saint School, due to 

his separateness or otherness from the context within which he demanded that hero status. 

Ellwood explains this as: 

the hero must emerge out of an organic society that has a rich collective 

consciousness. The hero who transcends that collectivity must also be a part of it, so 

that it is the tribe’s values that are made visible and timeless in the grand and 

authentic gestures of the hero. (Ellwood 1999: 28-29) 

 

 Campbell’s (2008) structures of myth can be observed in this process of the hero harnessing 

the supernatural or religious as an ally, in the tests that ensue from the journey towards a 

given goal. Much like the heroes of myth and history, perceived alliance with a higher power, 

assists in legitimating the position of the central figure in the mythical narrative. Monarchs 

such as Louis IV ‘chose the sun as his sigil, after the Greek god Apollo, god of peace and art, 

giver of life, regulating everything with the rise and set of the sun’ (Hand 2014). In mythical 
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fiction, wizard figures such as Gandalf (Tolkien 1965, 2012), Dumbledore (Rowling 2009, 

2015, 2017) and Merlin (Stewart 1986) or supernatural amulets such as Excalibur (Malory 

1997) and Mjolnir (Brown 2014), all represent the integral role of the supernatural fellow 

traveller in the making of the would-be hero. The conspicuous employment of religious 

symbolism at Saint School was a manufactured device to suggest that the role of executive 

leadership was, if not God-given, then at least journeying alongside the omnipotence of the 

almighty. 

  It is here that we are again made acutely aware of the paradoxical nature of neoliberal 

policy. While focused on individual self-improvement and self-management, it also calls for 

mass acceptance of hierarchy, transcendent leaders and imposed social structures. The 

utilisation of religious symbols attempts to tap into the value systems already present in Saint 

School and superimpose its imagery onto the socio-political values that form the raison d’etre 

of the executive team.  The same process can be observed in the way Christianity itself semi-

obscures the pagan, through the appropriation and overlaying of its symbols and rituals.  

However, resistance could be found in the Christian message itself. Staff reflections 

took place in Saint School, led by the chaplain who was deeply concerned about the pressure 

being put on pupils through constant assessments. He provided some theological opposition 

to the hijacking of biblical interpretation by the executive head teacher, in the form of weekly 

reflections. One such reflection challenged the obsession with measuring academic progress: 

As one of our primary heads said this week ‘why don’t they ever bother to measure if 

we’re making the children happier?’ Our primary mission in school is to equip our 

pupil for life, which we can only do if we prioritise what is truly important for a child 

to grow and develop, that is a safe, loving environment where their God-given talents 

and uniqueness can be nurtured and celebrated. I apologise for being unable to 

identify any conjoining, relative or subordinate clauses on this page. Sorry Nicky 

Morgan. [the Minister for Education at the time] (Appendix 7) 
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Here we see an alternative interpretation of the Christian ethos within education to that of 

neoliberalism, one that is congruent with the traditional values of the Saint School 

community. It appears that aligning one’s mission with the will of the gods was not as 

straightforward as the executive team had hoped, imposition of such a belief cannot easily 

take root within a populace whose experience gives rise to a differing view of reality. In their 

insistence on simply transferring an equation for success that produces results in another, 

more affluent setting in rural Cheshire, the executive team certainly portrayed a lack of 

cultural sensitivity or any recognition of the effects of socio-economic deprivation. Further, 

they lack the contextual roots, both geographically and socially, to convey a genuine sense of 

meaning to the school community. Attempts to restructure the symbolic environment were 

incongruent with the values that the school had previously prized, such as creating a 

nurturing family environment, providing support for pupils who are dealing with emotional 

and mental health issues and offering safe spaces in which pupil could feel valued. Julia, a 

member of the mentoring team describes the range of support that had been available to 

pupils prior to the restructuring of her role: 

Supporting students socially, emotionally, academically, and behaviourally. There 

was always a strong focus on the emotional aspects of learning and a counselling 

approach was applied to support students who were not emotionally ready to learn. 

To offer such support, the LM team offered 1-1 session, as well as group sessions, for 

example, anti-bullying groups, Young Ladies Groups and Boys Groups. We liaised 

with specialised services to develop plans, to support students to overcome barriers to 

learning. We were student advocates and teacher support, almost 

intermediaries.  (Appendix 10: Response 2) 

 

To ask vulnerable young people to self-manage, while experiencing a catalogue of difficulties 

in their home lives, is an irrational request. However, the strong mentoring team who 

provided scaffolded support for vulnerable pupil was disbanded and the staff moved into 

teaching assistant roles for core subjects. This decision was couched in terms of the need for 

educational achievement above all else, giving a clear message that education was to be 
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viewed mechanistically rather than holistically. Julia further explains the effect that this had 

on some pupils: 

I think behaviour changed and relationships became strained between teaching staff 

and students. I know there were other contributing factors at the time, but having had 

conversations since, I know the impact...one student in particular called me his “life- 

boat” and said it was not for me he would not have come into school. This pupil was 

later excluded and refused to sit some of his exams. Something I feel may have been 

prevented if the pastoral support had remained and I had been able to continue to 

mentor him. (Appendix 10: Response 6) 

 

As an experienced support professional, with extensive background knowledge in nurturing 

children with emotional and social vulnerability, Julia was deeply concerned when told that 

her role would change to that of an academic teaching assistant: 

I felt that the new Head didn’t understand the importance of what we delivered or 

what had been created, in the Inclusion Dept. I felt that by removing the social and 

emotional support, a lot of our students would not be ready to learn, and there would 

be more teacher/student conflict. I felt sad for the students that were already in a 

mentoring relationship, and worried how they would cope, knowing the reasons that 

they were being mentored! I felt that I could not appeal this decision, which was 

frightening. It was all so uncertain...how will the kids cope?  

(Appendix 10: Response 5) 

 

However, as in all mythical hero stories, a quest had been issued; moving out of the special 

measures grading was the task set, with the outstanding grade the ultimate prize to be 

claimed. As Julia makes clear, her role as mentor had validated the prior school ethos, one 

that recognised contextual barriers to educational achievement. She describes the change in 

school culture as ’the pastoral feel and nurturing nature of the school was eroded and is now 

almost non-existent. The language is “achievement” not person centred (Appendix 10: 

Response 8)  

This language of achievement is reinforced through the vocabulary of sacrifice and 

the ‘personal journey’, utilised by the executive team to rationalise decisions. The focus on 
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self-improvement becomes part of the rescue mission, to be performed within strictly policed 

parameters. Procedural documents were issued containing numerous references to self-

reflection, self-review, and self-evaluation (Appendix 8) that gave little opportunity for 

arriving at any conclusions apart from the one desired by the executive team. However, it was 

the executive head teacher who characterised himself as the hero who would lead the school 

beyond its current travails. 

Super head or superhero?  

In the case of Saint School this leadership was de-contextualised, rising not from within the 

vicinity of the establishment or its socio-economic environs but being shipped in from a 

vastly different, affluent realm of lived and educational experiences. If a clearly affluent 

executive head teacher in designer shoes saw himself as our edu-knight in shining armour, 

that perception would take some selling to the staff and pupils in an area where 53% of 

school age children were eligible for free school meals in 2016 and almost 20% of adults 

claimed benefits in 2020.  

However, the very existence of such a saviour figure prompts questions about the 

insight that individuals and educational policy advisers have in relation to the mythical nature 

of the rescuing hero, performing in the guise of a school leader. It is crucial to explore not 

just the possibility that this figure is employed as a conscious manipulation of group 

psychology, but to also consider Campbell’s monomyth, ‘the universal mythological formula 

of the adventure of the hero’ (2008:16) being played out unconsciously, in the guise of 

rationality and business plans. In a middle leaders training document, Davies includes the 

following section, in an otherwise procedurally focused article on sustaining deep leadership: 

Just as the fellowship of the nine set out in The Lord of the Rings to battle with the 

forces of Mordor, so I propose nine deep leadership factors that should be developed 

and deployed to battle with the dangers of managerial short-termism. (Davies 2006:1) 
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 While such a paragraph may seem out of place in this context, Davies clearly views 

educational management and the creation of effective teams as a ‘quest’ worthy of 

mythological underpinning, despite the managerial subject matter. 

Unlikely heroes 

 The occasionally unlikely heroes of modern fiction provide a source of inspiration to those 

who respond to their messages, there is a self-awareness in this process of admiring such 

characters as role models. My research at Saint School included interviews with two pupils 

who, at their own request, I am naming Ariel and Katie. They very generously offered to 

contribute to this research by providing insights into the place of the hero in their own lives. 

For Ariel, it was the young adult fictional genre and particularly the fandom of the benign 

vampire characters of the Twilight Saga (Meyer 2005), that provided role models who she 

considered to be heroic. Ariel began transitioning from male to female and was living fully as 

female when the Ofsted inspections took place. Katie is a self-confessed ‘nerd’, highly 

intelligent but with occasionally crippling social anxiety that is easily misconstrued as 

‘weirdness’ by other pupils and staff who do not know her. She is involved with the cosplay 

community and spends her weekends at ‘meets’ of like- minded people, dressing as 

characters from anime films and programmes and attending cons. Cosplay (costume play) 

originated in Japan and  ‘in a modern subculturist context is often used to describe the 

activities of dressing and acting as characters from manga (Japanese comics), anime (cartoon 

animation), tokusatsu (special-effect movies or television shows), video games, science 

fiction/sci-fi, and music groups’ (Rahman et al 2012: 318).  

Katie has always presented as an introverted, studious pupil who often seeks to 

withdraw from the social environment of the classroom, particularly following the sudden 

death of her mother when she was just fifteen years old. Cosplay perhaps seems an unlikely 
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hobby choice for such an introspective young woman, but she explained how dressing as the 

heroic characters in anime stories helped her to become more confident. 

The discussions about Ariel’s and Katie’s experiences quickly moved my work 

beyond the confines of the vampire and cosplay narratives. The complex and illuminating 

sense of ‘being’ that each expressed developed a myriad of possibilities for future research, 

but more importantly served as a reminder that ‘being human’ is a status that encompasses 

infinite variety. From our discussions it became clear that neither was looking for an 

absolutist hero who would demand the blind loyalty that the executive head teacher was 

demanding from staff at Saint School. Rather, they looked to the journey taken by that hero 

as much as to the individual in question, a more nuanced and insightful approach that will be 

discussed in more detail later in this section. For Katie, cosplay provides a liminal space in 

which she can transgress normative socio-cultural boundaries, Rahman (2012) suggesting 

that:  

Cosplay enables enthusiasts to imitate the personas of their adored characters and to 

re-create an imaginative self -in -reality. Indeed, it is a fun and playful act of fancy, a 

fluidity of identification, and self-objectification of a kind that many people are 

unlikely to attain in everyday life. (Rahman et al 2012: 321) 

 

 Katie explains how the dramaturgical adoption of some attributes of her favourite characters 

has had a profound effect on all aspects of her identity, particularly following the death of her 

mother: 

DH: Do you think you are still mourning and has the cosplay helped you to move 

forward? 

K: It definitely helps - I know that sounds really cheesy but …it’s given me something 

like a distraction. The problem is that I had GCSEs when I first started as well, I had 

a really crappy year, I was a complete and utter mess, if I wasn’t mourning I was 

having to revise. It was a horrible cycle and I just kept getting more stressed out and 

whingey. My friends must have absolutely hated me by the end of it, they kept saying 

“Katie, when will you ever be happy?” but I said I can’t be happy. They were just 
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being unsympathetic, I used to snap at them so much. But then for one little Saturday 

in the month, I’d be able to go out looking like a complete freak, but I’d absolutely 

love it having purple hair, being a maid and talking to people who didn’t know [about 

mum]. The problem is, when you’re in school everybody knows and it’s “don’t talk to 

Katie because she’ll just spontaneously cry in front of you”. 

But I wasn’t like that all the time, I’d go to these [cosplay] meets and they’d just talk 

normally to me and I’d be so happy because people were not being awkward around 

me. (Interview 2, 19 mins 19 seconds – 21 mins 1 second) 

 

 These comments highlight the isolation felt by Katie when she is in the school environment, 

within structures of normativity that place tight boundaries around her actions and 

expressions of grief. She fully recognises that her multiplicity of being is subsumed beneath a 

singular prescribed identity of ‘the pupil whose mother has died’. In an earlier interview, 

Katie explains how cosplay allows her to regain a sense of existing within a multi-layered 

personal reality, one that allowed the boundaries of identity that were being shaped at Saint 

School to be transgressed. She felt that she had to hide elements of her personality that did 

not conform to those desired by the new school leadership: 

K: So, in college it’s kind of like grab some jeans because that’s socially acceptable, 

grab a top, grab a coat, oh wow don’t I look dull today? Whereas with cosplay I put 

on turquoise boots, but on a gothicky dress, do hair, do all the pretty make up. I don’t 

wear make up for college so I have this ugly little potato face but when I’ve got make 

up on I think aww I can be pretty when I try. And then I go outside feeling fabulous, 

even though I know I’m going to annoy everybody. 

DH: So, is annoying everyone quite a good part of it? 

K: I always say it’s annoying everyone, but I actually get quite mixed reactions…It’s 

great because you can make someone’s day, they just look at you and smile, or they 

can look at you and go ‘uuugh’ but that’s great as well because I’ve affected 

somebody today. 

DH: So, does it give you a feeling of rebellion, does it make you feel like a rebel? 

K: Yes, it is rebellion, otherwise we’re just like little sheep and we’re not even 

interesting sheep, we’re boring sheep. Most things are dull and boring, dull and 

boring clothes, normal hair and then one day a month maybe you get to go out, be 

completely different and say: ‘I do not care anymore, why should I care?’ 
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DH: So, where do you get that confidence from? What is it that makes you so 

confident when you are quite a shy person normally in college? 

K: I know, I was talking to someone today and he didn’t even hear me, I had to say 

my sentence three times. I think there are loads of different answers to that. One point 

is sometimes when you have put your make up on properly, done your hair properly, 

people don’t actually recognise you so I can do whatever I want because nobody’s 

going to sit there and say ‘Oh look, there’s Katie’ they’re going to say ‘Oh my gosh 

it’s a strange person!’. Sometimes it’s the character I’m doing, for example if I’m 

Mey Rin, she’s quite a shy character so super easy to act as but it means even on my 

way to the train station I’ll look down and dawdle and be adorable whereas if I go 

and dress up as Finland who is too confident for his own good, then I’ll bounce about 

the place, smiling. I think it’s like when people put on make- up and feel better about 

themself.  

DH: So, is it hiding who you are or bringing out who you really are? 

K: I think it’s being who I am because if I had my way, I actually would dye my hair 

turquoise, I would grow it to abnormal length and I would wear gothic dresses every 

single day for the rest of my life if I could. 

(Interview 1, 9mins 55 seconds - 15 mins 50 seconds) 

 

Katie sees the character of Finland, who appears in the Hetalia anime universe, as a hero. He 

is described as: ‘gentle, honest, and warm-hearted. He works hard at everything and can 

display super-human strength during times of crisis, making him better to have as a friend 

than as an enemy. Finland seems shy and soft-spoken but is actually quite the talker.’16This 

presents attributes of a hero that chime with Katie’s circumstances. The character of Finland 

is also shown to have lived through times of great hardship but remained mentally strong, 

traits of a hero that Katie wishes to emulate. 

Throughout this thesis, a central theme of the imposition of a social order at Saint 

School, one that demands conformity, uniformity, and standardisation in every aspect of 

existence within and even beyond its walls, is evident. However, the experiences of pupil, as 

exemplified by Katie, would indicate that the organisation does not provide a climate in 

                                                
16 https://myanimelist.net/character/19240/Finland 
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which acceptance of the fluidity and multiplicity of ‘being’ can find space to thrive. Katie 

enjoys the freedom that cosplay gives, of not being easily placed or defined: 

The thing with cosplay is you kind of forget yourself as a person, you start thinking of 

the character you’re supposed to portray. So, I’d say I’m quite a girly girl because I 

like dresses and I like bows in my hair, though my hair’s a bit short – if it was longer 

I’d like playing with it! Whereas, I cosplay a character who is a boy and when you 

cosplay that character you have to put the short wig on and the chest binder. So, when 

you go out and meet people because that’s the whole point of cosplay, you don’t 

always know what gender they are. And eventually, gender does all get ‘foofed’ 

together. …….. we don’t even know each other by our real names. We explain that 

when we are dressed up as a boy and get called ‘he’ we don’t mind, With some people 

you just don’t know what gender they are, it’s like the lines of gender have just been 

wiped out a bit and smudged.  

(Interview 3, 35 seconds – 3mins 05 seconds) 

 

For Ariel, it is the vampire who embodies a similar transformative power. In the Twilight 

saga (Meyer 2005) the vegetarian vampire also exemplifies a physical metamorphosis that 

may be deemed monstrous but in which a central core of humanity and morality remains 

visible. Meyer’s remodelled vampire characterisation provided a touchstone for Ariel as she 

fully embraced living as a female in what could have been a highly hostile environment of a 

small town. She found solace in the narrative of internal conflict that Meyer (2005) describes 

in her central characters, as each seeks to make sense of fragmented identity.  

The vampires of the Twilight Saga (Meyer, 2005) so beloved by Ariel, have a 

mythological heritage stretching back through time, their shadow traces can be found in 

ancient Egypt (Beresford, 2011). Jungian psychology would suggest that the vampire exists 

in the psyche of all humans, cultures, geographies and eras as the shadow archetype, a 

universal element of the holistic individual and collective unconscious which ‘not only 

challenges the whole man but reminds him at the same time of his helplessness and 

ineffectuality’ (Jung 2014: 21). It is a strange creature perhaps to become a source of hope for 

a sixteen-year-old pupil struggling with gender dysphoria, yet it is here that my exploration 
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begins to take on a form of comparison. I was aware that Ariel was facing her own shadow 

through the vampire characters she embraced and was aware and conscious of doing so.  

However, the focus on rational, conscious decision-making by the new leadership in 

the school seemed to suggest little cognisance of the mythological structures that they were 

playing out. As Jung goes on to explain, ‘strong natures – or should one call them 

weak...prefer to think of themselves as heroes who are beyond good and evil and to cut the 

Gordian knot instead of untying it’ (Jung 2014: 21). Such people see themselves as formed by 

a natural right to the role of hero, based on belief that they have a superior understanding of 

what others need. This becomes self-serving as the edifice of the super head creates a 

manufactured cultural space in which the heroic role becomes a career opportunity.  

Performance of this role provides the potential to sidestep previously held expectations of 

normative morality if actions can be legitimated in terms of meeting a supposedly collective 

goal. 

Ariel presents a more nuanced and conscious understanding of her hero figure as a 

mythical/fictional character from whose narrative journey she can learn. A discussion about 

the vampire character Rosalie highlights how a mythical hero can provide a redemptive 

worldview, without the self-deception that this is anything other than a constructed role: 

 A: I think she’s [Rosalie] probably one of the most complicated characters out there 

but most people don’t really see what I see. In the third book and film, Eclipse, she 

really goes into detail about her past and how she was once…well, a happier person. 

You know, like she had the love of her life, she really could be who she wanted to be 

but of course it didn’t all turn out that way for her. In a way you know, I kind of feel 

the same but in the opposite context as she’s now like the vampire and like a monster 

in a way. 

But in a way I’m now kind of one, you know, like probably about five months ago I 

was formally diagnosed with gender identification disorder and you know, it’s pretty 

much been a big change in my life as that was for her [Rosalie] and now you know, 

she was once free and she could be who she wanted to be but now I’m free and I can 

really be who I want to be. And, you know, it’s just I’m sure that she misses what she 
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wanted to be and like it’s now I’m able to live her old life. Because, like she was who 

she was and now I could…I can be who I want to be. 

 DH: So, do you feel you’ve gone in the opposite direction to her? 

 

 A: Yeah, and you know, like with me, it’s taken a long time to really open up and say 

who she really is. Like on... well, where she tells her story on the balcony to Bella 

because she feels comfortable, and in a way, as a warning to her. But you know, I’m 

still trying to find the time when I can fully tell everyone that I have this going on and 

I can really open up with my story. So, it’s nice to know that there is someone else 

who is like this. And you know, I am pretty much becoming Rosalie but in the opposite 

direction, so yeah, I am her [laughs]. 

  

DH: So, before you got your diagnosis would you say that you would have identified 

with Rosalie as the vampire? 

 

 A: Probably, I think…I think I was, well, right from the beginning I was able to 

connect with Rosalie even though she didn’t show herself much, she was reserved 

about it. You know, I was, I was always reserved about myself you know, I always 

used to be alone and keep myself to myself but she, over the course of the storyline, 

comes out of her shell a bit and so have I. 

  

DH: So, before you had your diagnosis would you say that you were …you said that 

you felt that you were a monster? 

  

A: In a way, because like, you know how people describe monsters as something that 

nobody wants to be or that nobody likes and always…they’re always seen as the bad 

people. In a way, that’s kind of how I feel about myself – it’s like, I don’t want to be 

this. You know, I’m sure there are many people who like me or I hope there are 

anyway…but I don’t like me, so I kind of feel that in this situation I’m the monster that 

I don’t like. But soon I can become the person who I do like. 

  

DH: And you think that that will … do you feel that since you’ve had your diagnosis 

that you’re getting closer to that? 

  

A: Yeah, every step, basically, between now and then that I’ve taken towards it, I’m 

definitely a different person. People have seen that, I’m happier and you know, I can 

be more myself and of course, like Rosalie would have to, there are still times when I 
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have to hide it but…. I can’t hide forever. She didn’t, it just takes that one time when 

you feel completely comfortable that you just need to let it all out. 

  

DH: Do you think Rosalie’s kind of given you strength in that? Would you go as far 

as saying that? 

  

A: Yeah, I would, you know she was probably my favourite character in the book even 

though she wasn’t really mentioned that much. But I always knew that I liked her from 

the beginning, and she was able to overcome her hurdle, she was able to say what she 

felt and who she was, and I think that knowing she was able to do that, that I could. 

(Appendix 11, Responses 1-6) 

  

I would argue that the neoliberal systems and procedures that have been formulated to 

improve educational outcomes appropriate mythological paradigms, but cloak this in such a 

pseudo-scientific, rational shield that it becomes invisible to its key players. In this extract, 

Ariel remains cognisant of the fact that Rosalie is a mythical, fictional character with whom 

she can identify but remain separate from. 

The contemporary vampires of Twilight are faced with choices about which side of 

the liminal gap between life/death, good/evil they wish to ‘be’, but these choices involve 

questions of morality as well as personal issues. In vampire narratives, a return to mortal life 

is not viable therefore the choice becomes one of ethics. The choice is to retain the values of 

humanity and exist within an accepted socio-cultural framework, or to follow the drives and 

hungers of the vampiric existence. The latter allows a life without constant struggle for self-

control and denial. This acceptance or otherwise by the vampire, to embark on a hero’s 

journey of transforming the inhumanity of an imposed impulse, introduces the concept of 

alternative choices and actions, a concept that is difficult to detect in the current operational 

process of English education. Bamberg’s (2004) exploration of master narratives has 

relevance to the concept of choice. In agreement with Malabou (2008) he suggests that 
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master narratives normalise specific actions, behaviours, and procedures through routine. 

Repetition leads to habitual ways of thinking that ’constrain and delineate the agency of 

subjects, seemingly reducing the range of their actions’ (Bamberg 2004:360-361). As the 

executive team rolled out their range of administrative and operative regulations, delineating 

the way in which every action should be performed and made accountable, personal agency 

was devalued and made irrational. 

The vampire heroes in Twilight (Meyer 2011), with their mythical ancestry of 

mutability, refuse to be constrained by their own master narrative. They move beyond 

codified vampiric norms and represent the potential for personal and societal transformation. 

The mythological construct of the vampire encompasses metamorphoses, the contemporary 

version of this myth provides an example of how normalised social constructs can be 

challenged. For the pupils who looked to this new version of the vampire as a heroic figure, 

they found a more sophisticated hero narrative than that being imposed on Saint School. The 

vampires in Twilight (Meyer 2005) evolve beyond the changes forced upon them in the 

moment of being ‘turned’, they are not determined by their newly defined existence. 

However, the new routines at Saint School denied similar potentiality for further, or 

alternative, routes of transformation. By flattening individual agency, staff at Saint School 

underwent a process of becoming a conformist mass who were adaptive and measurable. As 

Jung states: 

Under the influence of scientific assumptions, not only the psyche but the individual 

man and, indeed, all individual events whatsoever suffer a levelling down and a 

process of blurring that distorts the picture of reality into a conceptual average […] it 

displaces the individual in favour of anonymous units that pile up into mass 

formations (Jung 2006:11) 

 

 The pupils who find a sense of kinship with the vegetarian vampires recognise the power in 

choosing not to become an anonymous unit, or not to be defined by biology, history, or 
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context. In an interview with Ariel in which she discusses her future gender transition, she 

expresses awareness of the caging of identity that occurs in the ‘mass’, and that she would 

have to fight against its normative pressures. She talks about a section on gender that she has 

recently read in a course textbook and explains how it upset her: 

It said ‘gender defines the way that society sees us’ and I don’t really think that’s 

right because we shouldn’t be defined by how we should act; or just be something 

because we’ve got a gender attached to us. You can be whatever you want. You could 

probably go out and be perceived as one of the campest guys there are or a ‘mannish’ 

female, I just don’t think you should be tied to a gender. (Appendix 12, Response 16) 

 

In this statement, Ariel is engaging with discourses about gender normative behaviour, 

socialisation, and social control. When the executive head teacher was rumoured to be 

introducing a business wear dress code for sixth form students, Ariel made her opinion 

known that she would find it difficult to find a women’s suit that would flatter her changing 

shape. Having only just gained the freedom to wear clothes of her choice, she felt that 

business wear privileged a masculine image and worldview that was incongruent with her 

reclaimed identity.  

The language employed to legitimise the flattening consistency and conformity in the 

school is rooted in objectivity. Every managerial edict is littered with demands for rigour, 

accountability, measurability, validity, and exactitude, for pupils as well as staff. Pupils like 

Ariel are aware that they are being defined through numbers on a spreadsheet, they look to 

myth and alternative role models for their inspiration. Perhaps in comparison, the adult future 

being offered by the executive head teacher seemed unpalatable. In an interview with Ellie, a 

Year 11 pupil, she suggests that the drive for business conformity, with its focus on a mono-

identity, would hold little allure for her. When asked what it is that attracted her to vampires, 

she states: 
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Generally? Well, they’re really, really attractive. They’re attractive people, the way 

they look. They’re also like a symbol of intelligence and everything that’s like… 

they’re basically the Alpha human aren’t they, because they’re really fast and really 

strong and pretty and all that kind of thing and really talented? But it’s that they’re 

also elegant. A werewolf isn’t elegant at all, a vampire is, there’s something really 

classy about them. (Appendix 13, Response 12) 

Ellie is expressing admiration for a hero who is Alpha human, one who exudes qualities that 

she values. Later in the interview, she states that she wants to be an Alpha human herself 

(Response 17). Ellie wants to be more than ordinary, so is perhaps unlikely to find the 

executive head teacher at a small-town secondary school quite as inspiring as the mythical 

vampire. However, she receives the shape of the person she wants to be from myth, then 

gives it form through discourses of elitism and overachievement. Although Ellie may find her 

hero in the vampire, the attributes that she believes they represent are fully congruent with 

neoliberal ideology. This raises questions about how far we can give shape to new ideological 

concepts, Malabou (2008) would argue that we need to make a conscious choice to use our 

brains differently. We need to examine how the shape of the world we receive from habitual 

neoliberal practices can be ‘over ridden’, allowing the mythical heroes that inspire us to 

challenge hegemonic discourse.  

Neoliberal educational policy and practice provide a narrow spectrum of choice, 

offering the potential of a ‘profitable identity’ through a narrow curriculum to achieve a 

singular vision of success that is rooted in capitalist principles. Both teachers and pupils are 

moulded to become ‘mass man’ who is ‘always less real than the individual, only a statistical 

average, easily becoming the victim of modern authoritarianism’ (Ellwood 199:51). A further 

point made through Jung that ‘myths can be compensation, for that which is lacking in a 

psyche or a civilisation, and so provide clues to the nature of the lost’ (Ellwood 1999:50) 

resonates clearly with the views of the pupil who are finding their heroes in vampire fiction 

or cosplay characters. The mythological underpinning of such figures perhaps reveals a need 
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for these pupils to maintain a sense of balance, in an educational context that has become 

severely skewed away from the choice making and integrity found in their unlikely heroes. 

The focus on the personal journey of the vampire characters expressed by Ariel in her 

discussion about Rosalie, allows her to reflect on the similarities with her own situation. Ariel 

respects the way that this character has dealt with the unexpected circumstances that she now 

found herself in; she uses this as a template through which to move forward with a sense of 

determination in her own life. Similarly, Katie dresses up as the anime character Finland, 

who remains kind but strong in the face of personal hardships. Campbell argues that this 

exemplifies the pedagogical function of myth which teaches us ‘how to live a human lifetime 

under any circumstances’ (Campbell 19882). It is this function that makes sense of the 

metaphysical, cosmological, and sociological functions, making it for Campbell the most 

important of the four.  

Kulz describes how Michael Wilshaw is keen to present himself as transcending his 

working-class roots, sharing his life story to ‘show students that his present could be their 

future’ Kulz (20172:93). The executive head teacher at Saint School makes constant reference 

to the fact that he once attended the school where he is now the permanent head teacher. He 

explains how the current deputy head teacher there once taught him. He wears expensive 

shoes, talks about playing golf and enjoying luxurious restaurant meals. Both examples show 

how the performativity of the hero’s journey is integral to supporting specific discourses that 

sustain ideological frameworks. While the process is the same as that in the example of the 

vampire narratives, the overtly consumerist tone of both head teachers’ autobiographies is not 

congruent with the priorities of all pupils. Katie and Ariel look to the life stories and journeys 

of heroes who come through adversity to embody values such as integrity, strength of 
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character, and kindness. These are viewed as goals in themselves, rather than attributes that 

can be put to work to gain power and wealth.  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



114 

 

CHAPTER  3   MYTHOS, THE MONSTROUS AND SOCIAL 

CONTROL   

In Chapter 2, I argue that neoliberal education systems engage in mythic performances and 

ensures compliance through their demands for an adaptive, flexible workforce. Habit 

formation is established through repetitive, prescribed practices, until underlying ideological 

principles ‘cannot be observed at all’ Bacon (2011:762). This chapter asserts that the 

processes employed, and the outcomes achieved, make such forms of organisational control 

not only a reflection of the mythical but also of the monstrous. It examines the role of the 

monstrous in social control, the creation and policing of boundaries, and the effects of 

adapting to standardised procedures on staff morale.  

The monster in our midst 

In his discussion of film and television narratives portraying successful but amoral business 

executives and their operations, Weinstock (2013:284) suggests that what is most unsettling 

is the ‘diffuse nature of the Kafka-esque monster that cannot be located’ in the plot. This 

monster exists not only the actions of the protagonists, but also in the social system that lauds 

the ruthless ambition represented through such characters. They can abuse their power 

because they exist in a culture that condones it, within the parameters of wealth production. 

However, the viewer is left feeling a mixture of admiration, revulsion, and anxiety about such 

dispassionate characters, exemplified by characters such as Patrick Bateman in the film 

American Psycho (2000, Lionsgate). Campbell (19881) would argue that investment banker 

Bateman personifies the cultural outcome of the sociological function of myth being devoid 

of, or out of balance with the humanity afforded by the pedagogical function. A legitimised 

monstrousness ensues. This monstrousness shows itself in rigid forms of social control and 

the reification of systems and centralised control, or in the ruthless pursuit of power or 



115 

 

wealth. Unlike the vampire characters in Twilight (Meyer, 2005) there is no soul-searching as 

to the moral rightness of seemingly natural actions and behaviours.  

 Campbell’s pedagogical/psychological function of myth focuses on the self and how 

myth teaches us to exist with integrity throughout life stages. Rituals provide signposts and 

allow us to reflect, giving a sense of meaning to our lives and what we believe to be right: 

That myth must carry the individual through the stages of his life, from birth through 

maturity through senility to death. The mythology must do so in accord with the 

social order of his group, the cosmos as understood by his group, and the monstrous 

mystery. (Campbell 2004: 6-10) 

 

 It is here that the executive team, and the head teacher that followed them at Saint School, 

were least able to embed a mythical barrier to resistance. Particularly in faith schools, there is 

often congruity between the desire to teach in schools and individual beliefs in the value of 

work life that holds some greater meaning than making financial profit. The wish to ‘make a 

difference’ is often cited as a reason for seeking employment in public service roles such as 

nursing, teaching, and social work. Research by Perryman & Calvert (2019) into teacher 

training course applications shows that 69% of applicants cited ‘wanting to make a 

difference’ as their primary motivation for pursuing this career. This was followed by 

wanting to work with young people (64%); love of subject (50%); inspired by own teachers 

(38%); to have an intellectual challenge (36%); to be creative (35%) and variety of work 

(33%) (Perryman & Calvert 2019:9). 

  However, the ritualised testing and data collection portrayed at Saint School as the 

‘magic wand’ to truly make a difference, reveals incongruity with the selfhood and teacher 

identity of many staff. This is again mirrored in the findings of Perryman & Calvert (2019) 

when they show that the main reasons for leaving the teaching profession in their study are to 

improve work life balance (75%); workload (71%); target driven culture (57%); teaching 
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making me ill (51%); government initiatives (43%) and lack of support from management 

(38%) (2019:12-13).  

 Such studies highlight the mismatch between the altruism inherent in wishing to take 

up teaching and the harsh reality of management regimes in English schools. Smith (2013:48) 

suggests that ‘myth communicates with its audience by telling stories that mirror real life, 

only in a more dramatic fashion. The characters then become examples for the audience to 

follow or learn from’ The executive head teacher performs a reflection of the neoliberal 

values that pervade wider socio-cultural expressions of success and achievement. In this 

value system, teachers make a difference through constant testing of pupils, or what recently 

qualified teacher Raphael describes as ‘too much assessment at the expense of teaching, 

weighing the pig rather than feeding it’ (Appendix 5: Response 7). 

However, the reality of imposing endless tests and constantly measuring progress with 

colour coded flight paths has had a detrimental effect on the mental health of many pupils. 

Panic attacks, referrals to CAMHS, and pupil absences due to anxiety are taking a rapid 

upward turn – in one class alone of sixteen pupils, seven are receiving counselling of some 

type. Two of these pupils frequently leave the class, as they have panic attacks that leave 

them in a state of terror and then exhaustion. While some have anxieties linked to problems 

in their home lives, the majority report that the amount of testing and added pressure from 

teachers is making them feel unable to cope.  

 For teachers who had largely felt that they were able to build positive, supportive 

relationships with pupil until the advent of special measures, this repositioning of their role as 

one of the factors leading to such unprecedented levels of pupil anxiety was, and continues to 

be, a point of deep personal concern (See Appendix 10). Teaching and support staff, 

overwhelmed with data analysis and demands for evidence of their own efficacy, have less 
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and less time or energy to support these pupils. Even inset days (full day staff- training days 

without pupil attendance) at Saint School require some mental strength. The information 

below shows just one slide of a presentation delivered to all staff at 8.30am on returning to 

school after a summer holiday: 

 

Any residual enthusiasm about starting a new academic year soon evaporates in the face of 

demand for so much data analysis. 

 Any recognition by senior leadership of pupil and teacher stress is cloaked in a 

discourse of resilience and going above and beyond expectations. The transfer of mentoring 

staff into academic teaching assistant roles, led the executive head teacher to reiterate his 

belief that ‘good teachers’ are all that is necessary for pupils to achieve. At his request, an 

educational psychologist was invited to a professional development session, to deliver a 

presentation on how teaching staff can integrate the mentoring role into their practice. He 

perhaps expected a summary of basic support skills to be outlined, performing a tick box 

exercise to validate his actions. He did not attend the training session, leaving the head of 
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school to introduce the presenter. The training power point started with slides about 

emotional needs, including those of staff working with young people. This was followed by 

explanations of risk factors for poor mental health and attachment issues. The message 

throughout the presentation was that people are not machines, concluding with the statement: 

‘Look after yourself and each other – Don’t believe you should be a robot – Staff wellbeing is 

important’ (Appendix 21). As the educational psychologist delivered this final point, she was 

given a loud, spontaneous round of applause. Some staff burst into tears; I was not alone in 

feeling a sense of small triumph that here was another professional, external to Saint School, 

who was questioning the ethos of the new school leadership. In later discussion with my 

departmental colleagues, we expressed relief that someone in the field of education still cared 

about the mental health of pupils and teachers.  

The strength of our response, to a single statement that recognised we were not 

machine-like or programmable, demonstrates the emotional fragility that was developing in 

the school. The head of school, who at the behest of the executive head teacher, has been 

instrumental in the imposition of excessive monitoring and scrutiny practices, looked visibly 

shocked. Perhaps the power of a collective response caused her some unease, but this has not 

resulted in changes to her approach. 

 As the atmosphere at Saint School became increasingly pressured, pupil behaviour at 

the school, which had previously been excellent, took a rapid decline. Anxious pupils became 

obstructive and too exhausted to maintain the effort required for the incessant assessment 

weeks, which soon became assessment fortnights. Again, this situation was not considered to 

be a consequence of the draconian regime, rather another example of how teaching staff were 

failing in their behaviour management. It is up to teachers to build resilience in young people, 

the executive leadership telling pupils that they are being prepared for the pressures of later 
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life. The new myth being created - that the school is failing because of poor teaching - is 

given even more oxygen.  

Under a new behaviour policy, data can be collected to give an average number of 

incidents of poor behaviour by subject, by teacher or by pupil, allowing for trends to be made 

evident. Teachers record incidents through codes on the electronic registering system; a 

weekly report of incidents and which teachers had recorded them is sent to all staff by email. 

The main outcome of this new policy is that staff underreport behavioural issues for fear of 

being targeted by senior management and identified as unable to control a class. It is notable 

that senior management take no part in the sanctions process for poor behaviour, such as 

detentions; this task is fulfilled by teaching staff and subject or pastoral middle leaders only. 

This reveals clear demarcation of the boundaries of ‘chains of command’ that the executive 

head teacher put in place. This hierarchisation further denotes the distancing of senior 

leadership from everyday occurrences, that could bring them into contact with ‘uncivilised’ 

pupils.  

 One member of senior leadership was even observed to ignore a request from a class 

teacher to remove a problematic pupil from the room. Despite the senior member of staff 

being stood directly outside the classroom, when asked for his assistance, he stated that the 

teacher must ‘follow the correct chain of command’, meaning that the on- call patrol staff 

should be summonsed instead. These patrols consist of teaching staff who have ‘on-call’ 

duties added into their timetable, during which they are available on a radio system to come 

to remove misbehaving pupils. The senior leader walked away, with the pupil being left to 

cause disruption, while the teacher asked another pupil to go to the school receptionist who 

could contact the on-call assistance. Such incidents characterise the militaristic nature of the 

language and behaviour employed to cement and naturalise hierarchical demarcations, as 
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Goffman argues: ‘[W]here staff and line statuses tend to divide an organisation, performance 

teams may tend to integrate the divisions’ (Goffman 1956:50). The ideological underpinning 

of such tactics is reflected in the positioning of elites and in wider discourses of 

contamination. At Saint School, senior leaders avoid contact with badly behaved or 

emotionally challenging pupils and their parents/carers, maintaining an embodied and socio-

cultural division. 

 While not pretending that teaching has always succeeded in living up to the altruistic 

ideals of many who choose it as a career, the gap between the ideal and the reality has 

significantly widened at Saint School under executive leadership. Teaching staff view 

themselves as part of the problem, rather than making a positive contribution to the well-

being of young people. Nick, who is interviewed about his experiences at Saint School 

(Appendix 15), left teaching to set up his own training company working with mental health 

and well-being organisations for young people. He explains that he felt he could no longer 

contribute to an uncaring education system. He is not alone: other employees of Saint School 

moved on to be counsellors, to re-train as educational psychologists and to work as 

interpreters in the first few years after the initial Ofsted grading. Campbell (2004) argues that 

the psychological/pedagogical function of myth is to teach us how live in this world with 

personal integrity, these examples reveal how this was not being fulfilled through 

employment in education. 

On arrival at Saint School, the executive head teacher deflected the possibility that he 

could be challenged as a single, recognisable foe. He prefaced the announcement of new 

practices with ‘this is what Ofsted wants to see’ or ‘this is in line with government policy’. 

Despite being an Ofsted inspector himself, he referred to ‘naughty Ofsted’ in staff meetings, 

seeking to divert blame to an enemy who was less easily resisted. In parallel with Campbell’s 
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view that ‘whether you call someone a hero or monster it’s all relative to where the focus of 

your consciousness may be’ (Campbell 2012:156), even as an envoy of the Ofsted apparatus, 

the executive head teacher masqueraded as a hero. Saint School was placed into special 

measures following a no-notice Ofsted inspection, a tactic first mooted in 2012 then 

apparently dropped from proposed Ofsted reforms that year following pressure from head 

teachers. The then Education Secretary, Michael Gove, appeared to back away from the issue 

at the National Association of Head teachers conference in May 2012 when he stated: 

People fear it [no-notice inspection] sends a message that we don't trust the 

profession, that Ofsted has become an arm of the Spanish Inquisition or Sean 

Connery's Untouchables, that they have to be ready to storm in without any notice in 

order to deal with something that has gone drastically wrong. That was never the 

intention…teachers and heads deserve to have the chance to know when an Ofsted 

inspection is coming and to be there in order to present the best face of the school.17 

 

However, by 2014 the new inspection framework made it clear that ‘Ofsted may inspect a 

school without notice where this is deemed appropriate. Where the inspection is conducted 

without notice, the lead inspector will normally telephone the school about 15–30 minutes 

before arriving on site’ (Gov.uk 2014). That such a strategy conveys anything but a lack of 

trust in the profession is without argument, suggesting that any greater timeframe would 

allow evidence to be hidden from view. Further, the monstrous power of the beast is 

harnessed, a mimetic act structured to produce a behemoth who never strays far from the 

collective consciousness. The cultivation of an atmosphere of imminent peril generates fear 

of a capricious power, reflected in fantasy narratives such as Game of Thrones (HBO) where 

the phrase ‘winter is coming’ is one of ‘warning and constant vigilance’.18 

                                                
17  http://www.schoolsnortheast.com/workspace/uploads/resources/week-31-4ff5b9a02271a.pdf 
18  http://gameofthrones.wikia.com/wiki/Winter_is_Coming_(motto) 

http://www.schoolsnortheast.com/workspace/uploads/resources/week-31-4ff5b9a02271a.pdf
http://www.schoolsnortheast.com/workspace/uploads/resources/week-31-4ff5b9a02271a.pdf
http://gameofthrones.wikia.com/wiki/Winter_is_Coming_(motto)
http://gameofthrones.wikia.com/wiki/Winter_is_Coming_(motto)
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Cohen’s (1997) exploration of the monstrous as a demarcation of ‘boundaries of the 

possible’ opens out the sociological and cultural construction of geographies of fear. He 

suggests that the great sea monsters depicted on ancient navigation maps may well have been 

deliberately employed by merchants to deter competition on lucrative trade routes (Cohen 

1997:13). The transmission of the monster narrative therefore inhibits social action; those 

who own the means to construct fear will both create and influence mechanisms of social 

control. Cole argues that political boundaries only become important through ‘the language 

of abjection’ about what sits beyond those borders, so that we become compliant with 

authority (Greene 2012 :193). Cole is discussing the undead when he states that they ‘have 

the power to render borders meaningless […] What they reveal is how important these 

boundaries are to us and also how arbitrary and fragile they are’ (in Greene 2012: 192), yet 

such statements could equally describe the effects felt by staff at Saint School. Ofsted crossed 

the borders into the socio-cultural core of the institution, claiming it as their own landscape of 

expertise. They constructed their own perimeters to emphasise the weakness of those that had 

previously bordered the school community. Ofsted, the media, and government departments 

create fear amongst parents of the lack of boundaries that lead to unsatisfactory education. 

Poor behaviour, weak management, and a lack of standardised procedures are all cited as 

such lack; the executive head teacher in a failing school legitimises tough regimes by 

appealing to such anxieties (Kulz 20171, 20172) 

In the case of Ofsted inspections, not only is there the background white noise of 

anxiety about the process itself for schools to contend with, but also the knowledge that the 

organisation itself polices its own boundaries so tightly that vanquishing it can appear to be 

an impossibility. In his article about lodging a complaint regarding an Ofsted grading given 

to the school where he is the head teacher, Geoff Barton concluded that ‘the system appears 

to be built on a barbed-wire principle of deterrence’. The language used in Barton’s article is 
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suggestive of a quest to take on a monstrous system, stating that ‘one day someone will look 

back at this period and record the disgraceful rate of attrition of head teachers upon which our 

frenzied school system feeds’19.  

The key effect of the monstrous is a creation of fear, an emotion that feeds the power 

and reputation of the creature. Kaplan (2014) develops this point, emphasising the need to 

maintain fear if the monster is to remain effective, when he states that: 

To a certain extent, danger should function as the life essence of monsters. Once a 

perceived danger is dispelled, this essence is destroyed, and the beast becomes 

extinct. It may continue to live on in fiction as a fossil of its former self or as a mere 

creature of interest, but not as a monster with all of the terror that comes with such 

status. (Kaplan 2014:6) 

 

Fear of Ofsted is sustained through frequent changes to inspection frameworks and 

educational reforms. Historically, such reforms are announced after little grassroots 

consultation, and with demands that structural and procedural changes be brought in within 

unrealistic timeframes. The head of the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) stated 

in 2016 that ‘time and time again the concerns of experienced and knowledgeable educational 

professionals have been side-lined in the pursuit of introducing reforms before they are 

ready’20, emphasising the frustration that this produces. Reforms lead to ever-increasing 

statistical data generation and workloads for teaching staff. For example, in 2018, the 

Department for Education published a document outlining updated secondary school 

accountability measures. These measures required schools to submit data on Progress 8, 

Attainment 8, percentage of pupils entered and achieving the English Baccalaureate, 

                                                
19 https://www.tes.com/news/story-about-heads-who-end-losing-their-self-esteem-their-health-or-their-

livelihoods-it-story 
20  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-36110413 

 

https://www.tes.com/news/story-about-heads-who-end-losing-their-self-esteem-their-health-or-their-livelihoods-it-story
https://www.tes.com/news/story-about-heads-who-end-losing-their-self-esteem-their-health-or-their-livelihoods-it-story
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-36110413
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percentages of pupils achieving a grade 5 or above in English and Mathematics and floor 

standards (from 2016, a school is below the floor standard if its Progress 8 score is below -

0.5, and the upper band of the 95% confidence interval is below zero), all of which can 

decide if a school falls into the ‘coasting’ category (DoE 2018:11).  

The processes through which pupil progress and attainment are tracked, policed, and 

recorded rely on hierarchical accountability through senior management teams, subject 

leaders, pastoral team leaders, class teachers and support staff. Micro-management of every 

aspect of the teaching role results in unsustainable workloads: within days of the executive 

leadership team arriving at Saint School, detailed seating plans and ‘contact sheets’ were 

demanded for all classes in all subjects, with information on each pupil showing SEN, FSM, 

Pupil Premium and academic progress. Even wall displays and classroom tidiness were 

inspected and given grades. Research commissioned by the National Union of Teachers (now 

NEU) concluded that many teachers ‘suffer considerable stress as a result of the 

accountability strategies used in their schools’ and that they, and their pupils, ‘are adversely 

affected by pressure to improve progress and attainment’ (NUT 2015:7). The research also 

questioned the focus on protracted teacher feedback in pupils’ work and noted that increased 

pressure on teachers adversely affected their relationships with pupils. This deterioration of 

relationships was evident at Saint School, one teacher (Ava) stating that: 

The effect on students was obvious with their behaviour, which became worse. Tired 

staff struggled with the behaviour that was not supported by leadership. Again, staff 

[were] made to feel inadequate if dealing with poor behaviour and named and 

shamed in emails. (Appendix 14, Paragraph 2) 

 

Being devoured 

Increased workload from policy reforms was compounded by the demands of the executive 

head teacher to replicate information. A teacher described how this was monitored:  
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We worked day and night, preparing and redoing aspects of the planning and data 

regurgitation. At times, it was frustrating to be constantly duplicating tasks and 

updating it in different formats and places. During this time, if staff were struggling to 

keep up or seemed to have completed a part of the work incorrectly it was dealt with 

by name and shame emails with various managers copied in. (Appendix 14, 

Paragraph 1) 

 

This extract emphasises the devouring nature of the new regime. Many of these duplications 

could have been reduced; data could have been collected centrally and extracted in the 

various formats required. However, teaching staff were ordered to continue to produce 

unnecessary paperwork, a time-consuming demand that ate into free time and work/life 

balance. One example of this was observed in the recording of assessment data. The same 

results were to be submitted in up to four different formats and saved to separate files. This 

was monitored by the executive leadership team to ensure that the information was correctly 

recorded in each site, all of which they would access to produce published lists of those who 

had ‘failed’ to follow the instruction.  

This devouring nature of the executive administration can be traced back to 

mythological beasts, including the vampire narrative. The hunger for more data, more staff 

time, more acquiescence to needless regulation by the school improvement plan could not be 

satiated; the more staff complied, the more the hunger grew. Even the ‘vegetarian’ vampires 

in Twilight admit that ‘[o]nce we taste the blood, or even smell it for that matter, it becomes 

very hard to keep from feeding. Sometimes impossible. So you see, to actually bite someone, 

to taste the blood, it would begin the frenzy’ (Meyer 2005:362). 

The word root of ‘devour’ comes from the Latin dēvorāre, to gulp down or eat 

greedily. An interview with a teacher who decided to leave the profession following his 

experiences under the executive management team at Saint School, explained the way in 

which the special measures regime gorged on his physical and psychological well-being. 
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Exogenous, multi-factorial pressures from his work life feasted on his body, in effect creating 

a socio-critical metaphor for neoliberalism and its all-consuming, invasive practices. Nick 

described the external devastation of severe eczema that had flared up due to stress: 

My hands became red raw and bled at the slightest movement. General day-to-day 

activities became intolerable; driving to work was difficult as my crumbling skin 

couldn’t be in contact with the wheel for extended periods, I struggled to peel fruit 

due to the acid affecting my open wounds, lifting books and objects out of cupboards 

grew painful. This is not to mention the conversations pupils often would try to start. I 

would jokingly exclaim it was due to acid burns during one of our experiments. I took 

to wearing cotton gloves just to act as a barrier and to hide the ugly skin beneath. 

(Appendix 15, Response 2) 

 

The severity of this external symptom of anxiety provides a representation of the monstrous 

in the special measures process, under the executive team. Nick describes his own skin as 

‘ugly’ and further ‘I was worn down [to] the bone (not just around my hands), I felt like the 

walking dead and my hands made me look this way’ (Appendix 15, Response 2). The 

terminology of the horror story, the monstrous body invaded by alien forces or ghoulishly 

reanimated after death, is woven through Nick’s descriptions. His allusion to the ‘walking 

dead’ zombie character is based in the myth and magic traditions of Haiti. McAlister’s study 

of vodou (voodoo) describes the ‘zombi’ as ‘a part of the soul that is stolen and made to 

work’ and that they are: 

a potent metaphor for the slave and the lasting effects of slavery in Haiti. Insofar as 

the ‘zombi’ represents the slave, or the worker, there is always the possibility that the 

‘zombi’ will wake up and shake off the oppressor and start a revolution. The trigger 

will be the metaphoric taste of salt, or spark of political consciousness. (McAlister 

1995:314) 

 

Nick would recognise this description, not only in the effects on his own body but also by 

those on his colleagues, stating that ‘a team of dedicated educators once alive with ideas and 

the pure enjoyment of educating the next generation had their life and soul ripped out’ 
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(Appendix 15, Response 5). However, Nick found that this process not only ravaged the 

exterior boundary of his skin but also his subconscious, infesting his sleep with hypnopompic 

hallucinations of four terrifying characters that visited him during a state of sleep paralysis. 

From previous experience, Nick knew that this was a response to the stress that he was under 

in his work life. As a recognised mental health concern, research shows that ‘those that 

experience frightening or nightmarish hypnopompic hallucinations are thought to have 

anxiety disorders [...] it could be a result of neurochemical concentrations, poor sleep quality 

as a result of the anxiety, or over-activation of the fear centres’21, 

The body is a site of contestation and agency, Shilling arguing that it contributes to 

the construction of social relationships while also being constructed by them in dialectical 

interdependence (Shilling 1991:667). Building on Gidden’s (1984) concept of structuration, 

Shilling shows how discourse must be enacted; it cannot give shape to social or political 

relationships without performativity. Nick personifies how the physical organisation and 

performance of specific forms of discourse can take a monstrous toll on health and well-

being. In engaging with working practices that blur the line between personal life and job, 

discourses of corporate loyalty, adaptation and resilience, and subordination are enacted. That 

these might result in illness and distress is made an individual problem, the cause framed as 

personal weakness or ‘not being up to the job’. This is reinforced through capability 

procedures and dismissals for long term absence; the toxic discourses that underpin such 

responses remain invisible.  

Education is not alone in this. First year analysts at Goldman Sachs recently 

complained about inhumane working practices, including working up to 105 hours a week 

which resulted in sleep deprivation, poor diets, and anxiety. Analysts also reported abuse 

                                                
21 http://mentalhealthdaily.com/2015/05/18/hypnopompic-hallucinations-causes-types-treatment/ 

http://mentalhealthdaily.com/2015/05/18/hypnopompic-hallucinations-causes-types-treatment/
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from senior staff and a range of performative and spatial actions that validated their treatment 

as inferiors. Although the CEO of the investment bank, David Solomon, did claim to be 

listening to the complaints and enforced a ‘no work on Saturday’ rule, he went on to say that 

‘if we all go an extra mile for our client, even when we feel that we’re reaching our limit, it 

can really make a difference in our performance’ 22  

These examples support my assertion that neoliberal discourse (and its interrelated 

performativity) relies on mythical forms such as the hero. They also promote the superhuman 

attributes of mythical gods as something attainable and valued in the workplace, legitimising 

elitist and exploitative ideologies. I define the culturally normalised practice of pushing 

teachers beyond humanly sustainable limits at Saint School, ignoring the negative effects that 

this had on health, as monstrous. An anonymous contribution to The Guardian newspaper’s 

Secret Teacher page also makes this link. Entitled ‘Myths of the Ofsted monster keep schools 

in fear’, it suggests that even the focus on staff well-being that some schools may promote is 

simply an illusory protection: 

there is no point in promoting mindfulness in the classroom, painting the corridors 

calming pastel colours or holding yoga classes for staff if the school is constantly in a 

state of nervous exhaustion at the thought that the Ofsted monster could rear its head 

the following week.23 

 

The executive head teacher at Saint School initiated mindfulness training, after teachers 

began to take sickness absence for stress-related health conditions. All staff were required to 

attend these sessions, which were touted as mental health support and delivered by the local 

                                                
22 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/22/goldman-sachs-boss-responds-to-leaked-report-into-

inhumane-working-hours 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/18/group-of-junior-bankers-at-goldman-sachs-claim-

inhumane-work-conditions 

 
23  https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2017/jan/14/secret-teacher-ofsted-inspection-schools-fear 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/22/goldman-sachs-boss-responds-to-leaked-report-into-inhumane-working-hours
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/22/goldman-sachs-boss-responds-to-leaked-report-into-inhumane-working-hours
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/18/group-of-junior-bankers-at-goldman-sachs-claim-inhumane-work-conditions
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/18/group-of-junior-bankers-at-goldman-sachs-claim-inhumane-work-conditions
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2017/jan/14/secret-teacher-ofsted-inspection-schools-fear
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2017/jan/14/secret-teacher-ofsted-inspection-schools-fear
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priest. Again, Christianity was utilised by leadership to suggest that stress and anxiety could 

be avoided through faith, again diverting responsibility for poor mental health away from 

their own practices and on to the individual. 

We should question why the vocabulary and enactment of educational inspection, 

assessment practices, data collection, and managerial behaviours is so littered with allusions 

to the monstrous. It is represented in children’s fiction, through the figure of Professor 

Umbridge in Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (Rowling 2014:247-248). Her role as 

the heartless Inquisitor of Hogwarts School sees her give full rein to her obsession with rules 

and abusive control of others, demanding that Potter bend to her will or face a detention. (It is 

perhaps worth noting that Rowling was herself a teacher before writing the Harry Potter 

books.) When he refuses, Umbridge delivers a punishment that literally inscribes itself on 

Potter’s skin: 

He let out a gasp of pain. The words had appeared on the parchment in what appeared 

to be shining red ink. At the same time, the words had appeared on the back of Harry's 

right hand, cut into his skin as though traced there by a scalpel — yet even as he 

stared at the shining cut, the skin healed over again, leaving the place where it had 

been slightly redder than before but quite smooth.... And on it went. Again, and again 

Harry wrote the words on the parchment in what he soon came to realise was not ink, 

but his own blood. (Rowling 2014:247-248) 

 

This depiction of a school inspection leading to the installation of a Ministry of Magic 

executive head teacher reflects the realities of the failing school in more ways than perhaps 

Rowling realised. Mythical fantasies play much on the role of the ‘henchmen’ of the 

powerful, creatures such as the orcs of Tolkien’s Middle Earth, created to provide an army 

for their overlords Sauron, Morgoth and Saruman (Tolkien 1965,2001). However, Tolkien’s 

orcs may be ruthless in their defence of the dark lords who command them, but they lack 

insight and intelligence. Perhaps, like the blood-seeking vampire, they are merely fulfilling 

the role for which they were created. They do not engender sympathy but there is an 
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underlying narrative that such creatures provide the binary against which ‘good’ or morality 

can be measured and compared. It could be argued that they could do no other than to wreak 

monstrous havoc without regard for the consequences of their actions; as Jacquette argues in 

his discussion of the zombie and moral responsibility, ‘zombies get a moral pass for whatever 

they do; we conscious beings, with a sense of moral right and wrong, do not’ (in Greene 

2012:118).  

All Seeing 

However, organisations and their operational modes are designed, not predisposed to their 

forms of agency; they are not subordinated to innate drives and behaviours. Schools and their 

watchdogs are intentionally arranged to maximise what Foucault describes as ‘hierarchised, 

continuous and functional surveillance’ (Foucault 1995:176). Through the panopticon 

arrangement of buildings, management hierarchies, performance management procedures, 

programmes of work scrutiny, lesson observations and internal and external inspection 

processes, the normalisation of constant surveillance is performed. The monster, under the 

guise of accountability, polices the checkpoints and perimeter fences of prescribed, tightly 

regulated practices. Malabou’s (2008) belief that adaptation to new demands creates habitual 

action is observed in this process. Normativity exerts an osmotic force on individuals, veiling 

the fact that they are ‘caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves the 

bearers’ (Foucault 1995:201). 

Within weeks of being installed at Saint School, the executive team had observed 

every teacher in the school during the delivery of one lesson. Based on the outcomes of this 

‘mocksted’, some staff became designated teaching and learning ‘champions’, receiving pay 

rises as rewards and placing them in a superior hierarchical position to the remainder of their 

colleagues. This would not have caused such consternation if the remit of the champions had 
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included their feedback in considering a range of options for improving teaching and 

learning. The reality was the opposite. Just one teaching and learning strategy, imposed by 

the support school, was to be promoted and delivered across every lesson at Saint School. 

The multiple lesson observations, to be performed by the executive team, would 

automatically be given an unsatisfactory grading if the specified strategy was not evident in 

lesson planning and delivery. The designated champions from the Saint School ranks would 

be placed into ‘coaching pairings’ with any teacher who failed to comply. When it is apparent 

that there are many teaching and learning strategies, based on wide ranging theoretical 

perspectives regarding the learning process (Bruner 2011; Berk & Winsler 2002; Bandura 

2002; Smith & Call 2004; Skinner & Epstein 1992; Dweck 1987; Rogers & Freiberg 1994, de 

Bono 1995), it is questionable that there is one approach that can be lauded as ‘the’ blueprint 

for success. Nevertheless, the executive team who arrived at Saint School came armed with 

the SSAT Teacher Effectiveness Enhancement Programme (TEEP), described in their 

marketing as: 

a teaching and learning framework that is proven to improve teaching and school 

outcomes. TEEP provides continuing professional development for teachers and 

develops community within a whole school context. The TEEP framework draws on 

significant research, best practice and evidence that has identified what is required of 

teachers and learners in order to gain the best learning outcomes possible.24  

 

The TEEP training package is essentially a cherry-picking exercise from a range of teaching 

and learning approaches. It was not provided as a free service by the executive leadership 

team; rather, they were employed additionally in a consultancy role to deliver the training 

package. It is difficult to access the true cost to Saint School of whole staff training in the 

TEEP method. However, the SSAT website states that, while costs depend on the number of 

clients involved, ‘training can start from as little as the equivalent of £200 per teacher for the 

                                                
24 https://www.ssatuk.co.uk/cpd/teaching-and-learning/teep/ 

https://www.ssatuk.co.uk/cpd/teaching-and-learning/teep/
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3 or 5 days of training’. Ofsted creates opportunities for financial gains to be made, both from 

schools who are already in special measures and from those who fear such a grading. In 2015, 

the Independent newspaper reported that: 

Dozens of (Ofsted) inspectors are thought to charge up to £600 a day to help head 

teachers prepare for Ofsted assessments. Many are hired on a freelance basis by 

companies which offer schools “Mocksted” inspection services in advance of visits by 

real inspectors25. 

 

While Ofsted has since banned their currently employed inspectors from engaging in such 

practices, companies offering these services continue to thrive and profit from the fear 

instilled by the inspection process. For Schools Education Services, for example, offers 

Ofsted inspection support to schools with prices for a ‘Mocksted’ starting at £99526. Fear of 

failure, just like failure itself, has become a profit-generating mechanism for those who step 

in as consultants.  

The neoliberal approach to education adds yet another lamination to the mix in its 

focus on the ‘business model’ of knowledge. Pupils become ‘economic units’, teachers 

exhorted to maximise the future profitability of each one. Since such potential profitability 

can be forecast from previous information collated about each pupil, performance targets for 

teachers are inextricably bound with this formulaic ‘success’ criteria. The process becomes so 

tightly self-encircling that it becomes perceived as the only reality. The socio-cultural 

environment of education deters ‘transgressive’ creativity through fear of attracting the 

                                                
25 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/schools-are-spending-thousands-of-pounds-of-public-

money-trying-to-unfairly-boost-ofsted-results-10400507.html 

 

 
26 http://www.forschoolseducation.co.uk/school-support/mock-ofsted-inspection-support/ 

 

 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/schools-are-spending-thousands-of-pounds-of-public-money-trying-to-unfairly-boost-ofsted-results-10400507.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/schools-are-spending-thousands-of-pounds-of-public-money-trying-to-unfairly-boost-ofsted-results-10400507.html
http://www.forschoolseducation.co.uk/school-support/mock-ofsted-inspection-support/
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attention of the mythical ‘eyes of Argus’. Briggs (2015) describes the poly-ophthalmic nature 

of many mythical creatures as serving a psychological purpose:  

The goddess eyes discovered in underground temples were in all likelihood meant to 

scare or jolt the initiate from their identification with their own ego by creating a 

sense of an overpowering other. (Briggs 2015:79) 

 

 I argue that this purpose is reproduced through the expression of constructed omniscience of 

Ofsted. The internalisation of beliefs of being constantly observed ‘from above’ by a higher 

authority, was already ingrained in the religious ethos of Saint School. The Bible refers to an 

omniscient God as expressed in Psalm 21: Vs 2-8: 

My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.  He will not let your 

foot slip - he who watches over you will not slumber; indeed, he who watches over 

Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.  The Lord watches over you - the Lord is your 

shade at your right hand; the sun will not harm you by day, nor the moon by night. 

The Lord will keep you from all harm - he will watch over your life; the Lord will 

watch over your coming and going both now and forevermore. 

 

While such scriptural assurances of being under the protection of an omnipotent authority 

may provide comfort to Christians, the motives for ‘watching over’ are not always 

benevolent. The roots of such narratives can be traced back to ancient mythologies that 

described Greek god Zeus as the ‘all father’, god of the sky and ‘all-powerful overseer of 

earthly events and human destiny…god of law and social order’, and Jupiter, ‘the great 

protecting deity who keeps the hero in the path of duty (pietas) toward gods, state, and 

family’27 in Roman mythos. Not only do these omniscient beings perform a cosmological 

task in eliciting awe and wonder; they also legitimise boundaries and mechanisms of social 

control. Further, surveillance and data gathering are the new vanguard of late-stage capitalism 

                                                
27 http://www.mythencyclopedia.com/Wa-Z/Zeus.html 

  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Jupiter-Roman-god 

 

http://www.mythencyclopedia.com/Wa-Z/Zeus.html
file:///C:/Users/Diann/Documents/PHD%20THESIS%20REWRITE/
file:///C:/Users/Diann/Documents/PHD%20THESIS%20REWRITE/
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(Kiberd 2021). Therefore, Ofsted and schools further legitimise these practices in the minds 

of pupils to validate technological surveillance practices for marketing purposes. 

The enactment of these functions is apparent in the socio-political structuring of 

accountability and opaque standardisation mechanisms in the current education system. The 

role of priests in the interpretation of the ‘will of the gods’ is replaced with the organisational 

‘expert’ who interprets standards and circumscribes the perimeters of human action, while 

also objectifying the human actor through its normative edicts: 

Disciplinary power extends the logics of quality control and performance indicators 

into the pedagogical heart of teaching. It brings the tutelary gaze to beat, making the 

teacher calculable, describable, and comparable. (Wilcox and Gray 1996:159) 

 

It is this logic that reduces teaching relationships to a formulaic data set and further drives the 

demand for conformity across all aspects of the role, encompassing macro and micro levels 

of surveillance and scrutiny with a further command constantly to self-review the personal. 

The ‘self-evaluate’ phrase is one that became a mantra for the executive support team in Saint 

School, applied to everything from teaching strategies to the shoes put on our feet each 

working day. The official line from Ofsted themselves on inspections is that: 

We should be wary of trying to prescribe a particular style of teaching, whether it be a 

three- part lesson, an insistence that there should be a balance between teacher-led 

activities and independent learning, or that the lesson should start with aims and 

objectives, with a plenary at the end and so on and so forth. We should be wary of too 

much prescription [emphasis mine]. (RSA 2012) 

 

However, the executive leadership team at Saint School imposed a regime that demanded 

conformity at every level. 
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Dressing to Repress 

The executive leadership team, and the various teaching staff who occasionally arrived from 

the support institution to show Saint School how to carry out various tasks, were positioned 

as examples of ‘the successful teacher’. This modelling went beyond teaching and learning to 

include performativity of a prescribed professionalism, enacted through the control of 

individual, exteriorised image presentation. Within weeks of his arrival, the executive head 

teacher announced a revised dress code that not only listed nine separate clothing regulations, 

but also included the edict that ‘staff are further reminded that our professional image also 

encompasses wider aspects of appearance, such as hair and jewellery. In essence, we should 

be wearing business clothing’ (Appendix 16). Staff were told to confirm in writing that they 

had read this dress code, followed by the demand during a staff meeting that they should all 

‘stand in front of the mirror every morning and perform a self-evaluation of the way we are 

presenting our self today before leaving the house for work’. It was apparent that the 

conformist psychological state of the working day was to extend beyond the confines of the 

school gates.  

The suggestion was that the collective staff body was failing at every level. Any 

remaining scope for autonomy would surely lead to further degeneration and deviation from 

the norms of neoliberal success criteria. In my experience of teaching for ten years at Saint 

School, there was very little evidence of anything other than conservative self-presentation 

amongst employees. However, the executive head teacher wore expensive shoes, the red 

soles of a designer brand on show as he walked about the school. He made jokes about the 

price of his suits and was never seen without his jacket and a silk tie. It appeared that he 

equated the overt performance of personal wealth with professional image. Kulz (20171) 

observed the performance of similar processes at Mossbourne School, arguing that the head 

teacher ‘embodies Mossbourne’s ethos through his consumption habits’ (20171:94). It 
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appeared that staff at Saint School were expected to do the same; conservative dress was not 

enough. 

Such examples further emphasise a social mobility narrative that privileges middle 

class cultural and socio-economic status and values; this will be examined in greater depth in 

the following chapter. The mobility myth exercised through specific, material presentations 

of wealth was another mechanism employed to decontextualise Saint School from its 

working-class frames of reference. It was evident that teaching staff were required to co-

operate with this process: conservative clothing needed to be replaced with more overt 

signifiers of a middle-class ethos. Clothing became a demarcating factor between past failure 

and future success, manifested in a micro-managed, prescribed dress code. This code also 

specified clothing that was deemed unacceptable, illustrating how ‘the monstrous body also 

serves as a means to establish a norm in the first place, by demonstrating what is abnormal’ 

(Schneider 2015: 9).  

The ‘othering’ of specific outward forms of self-expression particularly demonised 

the feminine body; the dress code stating that the minimum skirt or dress length should be on 

or below the knee and that strappy sun tops or camisoles were not considered ‘appropriate’ 

work wear. This was followed by a rule that ‘it is inappropriate to expose items of underwear, 

or to reveal bare midriffs’ (Appendix 16). Further, the inclusion of just one rule for men to 

wear a suit and tie is made gender neutral or male coded, through the following suggestion 

that women should also wear business suits. The female body becomes the site on which the 

transgressive is inscribed, through ‘all manner of social sign’ (Butler 1988:519). Research 

into pupil dress codes and the feminine body makes a similar point. Raby argues that clothing 

rules create and shape subjectivities that are 'fitting for neoliberal capitalism’ (Raby 2008:3). 

The greater focus on female pupil adherence to uniform rules in schools suggests an 
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infantilisation process, whereby women require a minutely simplified list of regulations to 

prevent transgressive presentation of the body.  

Discourses surrounding the responsibility that women must take to cloak their 

corporeality in a corporate uniform also engage with debate into the gendered moral stance 

that such regulations signify. In a case study about a pupil who was deemed to be showing 

too much cleavage in high school, Pomeranz (2007) outlines two further strands of discourse. 

Added to the responsibility that women are expected to take for their professional 

appearance, she also cites ‘deviance’ and ‘help for the transgressor’ as further institutional 

responses to maintain control. She outlines the relationship that is inherent between female 

clothing and perceived promiscuity, stating that ‘dress codes thus function as a form of 

female othering, creating a league of “bad girls” and “bad bodies”’ (Pomeranz 2007:381). 

The underlying message behind the dress code for Saint School staff was that the display of 

too much female flesh, through the wearing of strappy tops, for example, would pollute the 

teaching environment and cause distraction. Such objectification of the female body is 

promoted as a taken-for-granted norm, the questioning of which would make suspect the 

individual who challenged such common sense. 

The dress code at Saint School was written as a subsection in the safeguarding policy 

prompting a vital question - who is to be safeguarded from what, if a female staff member 

chooses to wear a short skirt at work? Pomeranz (2007) suggests that institutions can take the 

line that clothing transgressions must be policed for the good of the female who is ‘someone 

who obviously does not know what she is doing, whom she is titillating, or how her own 

body functions as prey’ (2007:381). Dress codes are signifiers of socially constructed 

perceptions of the body as ‘other’ and while not overtly gendered, the placing of emphasis on 

specific clothing forms such as skirt lengths at Saint School, clearly signals a lack of trust in 
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women to make ‘acceptable’ clothing choices without such explicit regulation. This takes on 

an added significance in the context of a Christian faith school, the figure of Eve and the Fall 

contrasting with the obedience and purity of Mary. Bible teachings reinforce the errant nature 

of the female, for example Paul’s teachings on modesty: 

I desire […] that women should adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with 

modesty and self-control, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly attire, but 

with what is proper for women who profess godliness—with good works. (1 Timothy 

2:8-10)  

 

Such religious teachings legitimise advice given on websites like The Christian Working 

Woman, which promotes the view that clothes are given by God to ‘cover the whole body, 

not just the private parts’; continuing with the statement that ‘clothes were not for revealing 

the body’s shape or drawing attention to body parts; rather they were intended by God to take 

attention away from the body.’28 While such viewpoints are not made explicit in the dress 

code at Saint School, the specificity of the rulings suggests anxiety about female behaviour. 

This reflects the mythical underpinning of demonisation of the feminine; the archetypal 

figure of Eve in the Old Testament provided the justification for ‘rules that, in the name of 

modesty, removed women from public life and leadership and restricted them to the domain 

of the home’ (Bronner 1994: xv11). Eve rationalises rabbinic laws and high school dress 

codes, positioning women as transgressive and in need of protection from their own unruly 

nature.  

Witcombe (2000) explains the historical context within which the Genesis story was 

written. A holy war was being waged between the Yahwists and the worshippers of Baal and 

his mother-consort Asherah. The cult of Baal and Asherah had great appeal for women and 

                                                
28 http://christianworkingwoman.org/topic_content/the%2Bchristian%2Bdress%2Bcode/ 

 

http://christianworkingwoman.org/topic_content/the%2Bchristian%2Bdress%2Bcode/
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followers of the Mother Goddess and as Baal was represented by a serpent, the snake figure   

in the story of Eve would have been viewed positively by female worshippers in the religion. 

To forever discredit the cult of Baal and the matriarchal priestess lineage, the story of Eve 

being tempted and deceived by the serpent became a symbol of something larger in the 

human psyche, as Witcombe states: ‘the "holy war" waged by the Yahwists against the cult of 

Baal/Asherah was not simply, or only, a conflict between two religious groups but was also a 

fight conducted by the masculine against the feminine’ (Witcombe 2000 Section 6). Many 

more examples, beyond the bounds of this thesis, could be cited to illustrate the process of 

‘making monstrous’ of the errant female. 

The pupils who enjoyed reading the vampire narratives in Twilight (Meyer 2005) 

were challenged to question the negative presentation of the Eve myth. The first book begins 

with a quote from the Bible: ‘But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not 

eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die’ (Genesis 2:17 KJV) and 

the artwork on the book cover shows a red apple held in white female hands.  Zaragoza 

(2010) explores the ways in which the relationship between Edward, the vampire, and the 

human Bella, mirrors the story of Adam and Eve. Bella represents temptation; her human 

blood is desired by Edward. Further, Bella herself wishes to have eternal life as a vampire, 

disrupting the God-given status of Christians: to become immortal only through death and by 

gaining eternal life through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. In the New Testament, St Paul writes 

‘For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our 

Lord’ (Romans ch.6, vs.23 KJV).  

In Twilight (Meyer 2005), immortality is gained and given through the vampire 

characters, for whom the price of needing to feed on human blood is tempered by the added 

concept of choice. If the vampire can control this cost for their immortality, it becomes far 
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more appealing to believe that such eternal earthbound life could be a positive, especially 

when packaged in a perfect human body. Toscano argues that: 

Bella’s longing to become a vampire is ultimately connected with her longing to be 

like the gods, which is her ‘true place in the world’. Her true identity is hidden first 

under a cloak of humanity, but she finally shines forth with divine power. (Toscano 

2010:33)  

 

The place of Eve in Christianity as the harbinger of human suffering through her desire for 

knowledge is questioned through the eventual transformation of Bella into a female vampire 

heroine (Meyer 2008), portraying a strong mother figure, equal to all men, who brings 

together previously conflicting factions in a new world order. This revision of the Eve myth 

gives new shape to the received form that underpins the socio-cultural structuring of the 

feminine in regulatory codes.  

However, the descriptions of Bella in an online survey that I conducted at Saint 

School, gaining fifteen responses from Year 10 and 11 pupils, often reflected a less 

revolutionary reading of her character. Words such as timid, weak, overthinking, easily 

overwhelmed, sweet, wife, fragile, pretty, and cute were used to represent her, with only one 

response stating that she was important and another that she was hard-working and persistent 

(Appendix 17). This use of negative/stereotypical ‘bad feminine’ characteristics reflects a 

tendency to dismiss female characters, the dress code at Saint School reflected gendered 

thinking that was already internalised by these pupils and the school community. 

The Twilight (Meyer 2005) narrative brings the debate surrounding female autonomy 

and normativity - discourses that cite the female as ‘monstrous’ when given too much leeway 

- to these pupils. It questions equality and social control in ways that are edited out of the 

lived experience of the staff at Saint School, as they have been in the tales of figures such as 

Lilith and Pandora and out of history itself. While not suggesting on any level that Twilight 
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(2005) is a bastion of feminist theory, it does provide notions of female choice. Yet young 

female readers find it difficult to frame the feminine, characterised by the story heroine, 

beyond mostly stereotypical gender constructs. 

Schneider suggests that ‘monsters are social constructs serving the mediation of social 

fears and anxieties’ (2015:9). The ‘making other’ of a whole school staff, a process that 

started with an Ofsted grading, created boundaries through which to police representations of 

the self. A fabricated relationship is constructed between corporeality and professional 

identity, not only in the educator role but also bleeding into the personal. This process can be 

described as one of ‘image-incarceration’, a phrase evocative in its employment of a term 

based on judicial system vocabulary, reflecting a sense of weighted decision-making in the 

‘caging’ and therefore controlling of the ways image and identity are perceived. The term has 

previously been applied to the representation of the feminised body in art and the media, 

Harrison (2016) asking in her article on the concept of the ‘hot babe’ ‘what measures, 

strategies or choreographies can artists use to release the female or feminised body from its 

image-incarceration?’. Similar questions could be asked of how the executive head teacher at 

Saint School could make such a monstrous inference; that seemingly arbitrary forms of 

appearance make an individual ‘safe’ or otherwise to work with young people.  

Many businesses are signalling changing attitudes towards overly prescriptive dress 

codes. The supermarket Tesco, for example, published new guidelines for their staff in 2016 

which stated: 

We have updated our standards of dress policy to reflect the environment we live in. 

Hair - There is no reference to style or colour. We simply want our colleagues to have 

clean and tidy hair. 

Tattoos – Visible tattoos are acceptable, as long as they are not extremist, indecent, 

sexist, racist or could cause offence in design. 
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Jewellery - A more relaxed approach will apply. Visible nose studs, nose rings, tongue 

studs and tunnel earrings are acceptable. (Appendix 18) 

Similar statements from ACAS support this change through their debates on equality, 

highlighting the potential inefficiencies of restrictive dress codes. ACAS argues that 

companies will not access a diverse talent pool of potential employees, with a range of skills 

and creativity, if they only consider candidates who fit a limited specification29.   

A question of taste 

I questioned what was meant by the phrase ‘Staff are further reminded that our professional 

image also encompasses wider aspects of appearance, such as hair and jewellery’ that 

appeared in the Saint School code. I was informed by the Head of School that ‘it means no 

wacky hair-cuts, no unnatural hair colours, not lots of inappropriate or excessive 

jewellery/bling!! I think the guideline is professional dress and the fact that we are role 

models for the pupils.’ This reply can be seen to exhibit a deep-seated fear of ‘other’, the 

words wacky, unnatural, and bling having unstated prejudicial overtones. Pimlico Academy 

saw student protests when they similarly targeted ‘hairstyle height’ and hijab colour as a way 

of covertly racialising their pupil dress codes30. The short reply to my question revealed 

dominance over the power to define taste, a class-based privileging shrouded in the 

performance of professionalism.  

Developing Bourdieu’s model of taste (2010), Geary suggests that educational 

institutions provide authoritative instruction on what constitutes good taste. In agreement 

with Bourdieu, he argues that authoritative instruction both endorses and ‘produces the good 

taste on which its authority rests, perpetuating and refining taste in a way that maintains a 

                                                
29  http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-37419897 
30 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/31/pimlico-academy-pupils-stage-protest-over-discriminatory-

policies 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-37419897
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-37419897
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/31/pimlico-academy-pupils-stage-protest-over-discriminatory-policies
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/31/pimlico-academy-pupils-stage-protest-over-discriminatory-policies
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classification of privilege and (cultural) capital’ (Geary 2020:285). While this disrupts a 

naturalised understanding of taste, Geary argues that it is too deterministic without examining 

the performance of identity, familiarity, and the influence of associations. The dress code 

gave authority to the performed identity of a ‘good’, successful teacher; this might not be 

congruent with the personal image that a teacher wished to convey or with which they felt 

comfortable. For Geary, the emotional and embodied responses to those things that we 

perceive as making us who we are, cannot be expunged through instruction (Geary 2020:288-

289). As Skeggs also makes clear in her own analysis of Bourdieu, the contradictions and 

ambivalence observed in the lived experience of those in non-dominant positions challenge 

the effectiveness of identity imposition (Skeggs 2004:28-29). 

Contamination of the group  

The newly focused desire to create a narrow, prescriptive uniformity of dress among staff 

was a symbolic demand for a reconstructed identity for the school. This identity needed to 

portray an overtly marketised vision for the school, to be embedded in the social and cultural 

agency of employees. This shared identity demanded a ‘fitting in’ with the group, collectively 

reflecting adherence to principles that would lead to salvation from past failings. Research 

into the psychology of organisational identity stresses that it is imperative, particularly 

through transitional processes, that a collective selfhood should be engineered to override 

personal perceptions about where change might be leading. Therefore, ‘dress homogeneity 

will extend the extent to which individual behaviour is driven by organisation rather than 

individual [or professional] goals, attributes and values’ (Rafaeli and Pratt 1993: 45) and 

‘[a]ssimilation occurs as members respond to existing organisational symbols by complying 

with organisational identity standards’ (Pratt & Rafaeli 2003: 107). 
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Those who did not immediately comply with the stricter dress code became 

conspicuous, their sartorial transgressions equated with a deeper lack of compliance with 

organisational values and ethos. Traditional vampire narratives depict a creature without 

personal reflection, signifying a lack of ensoulment. Those who failed to provide a reflection 

of the new group identity became outsiders and just as vulnerable to banishment. In his 

analysis of teams, Goffman describes how appearance and manner in a professional or 

service role ‘can do something for a scene of wider scope’ (Goffman 1956:47). He suggests 

that teams are groups of individuals who are interdependent in the process of impression 

management, relying on each other to maintain a performance of ‘good conduct’ (1956:50). 

In the process of reforming Saint School through imposed, collective expressions of its 

ideological principles, those who did not comply were defined as opposed to them and ‘must 

be placed "outside," he must be made "strange."’ (Garfinkel 1956:423). 

The anxiety raised by the risk of contamination through unacceptable forms of 

appearance has clear parallels with vampire narratives, Schneider suggesting that ‘the 

vampire threatens to infect humankind with a permanent “otherness”, allowing the darker 

side of human nature to reside over morality’ (Schneider 2015:10). The process of 

immunisation against such infection of transgressive identity went further: staff members also 

went to great lengths not to be viewed as a source of any contagion of individuality. The 

flurry of shopping trips to high street stores to purchase generic ‘business’ clothing after the 

dress code was announced was concerning, particularly because of the docility with which 

such commands were accepted. Compliance was imposed by the external force of the 

executive leadership team, ‘making monstrous’ those who did not conform. This was further 

maintained through a self-review process that was constructed through social anxiety 

regarding contamination. Monstrous image incarceration is complete once those affected by 
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its imprisonment believe that they are on the other side of the bars, safe from the eye of the 

beast within. 
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CHAPTER  4 - THE MYTH OF NEOLIBERAL EDUCATION 
 

This chapter examines the illusory nature of the claims to improved social mobility made for 

current educational policies. It further positions the executive leadership team at Saint School 

as performing colonialist ideologies that expose and sustain social class divisions. It analyses 

the de-contextualisation of Saint School, not only from its historical past, but also from its 

position within the socio-economic community.  

This chapter also explores the superimposed ‘belief system’ of personal responsibility 

inherent in neoliberal ideological frameworks. It identifies the illusions that are woven to 

obscure and distract from the inequalities that are sustained by such ideologies, exploring 

what Reay calls the ‘naked emperors’ (Reay 2013). The identity of the school, and of the 

individuals contained within its newly defined parameters of accountability and success, are 

examined; focusing on the discourse of marketing and branding of the self that ensued. 

Colonisation 

Barthes (1972) argues that myth is integral to the transmutation of that which is historical and 

socio-political into that which is presented as the natural order. The strategies employed to 

ensure acceptance of imposed practices at Saint School reflect the wider labour of mythical 

performativity to legitimise and naturalise received forms of authority. Saint School is 

portrayed by Ofsted and executive leadership as out of step with the economic and social 

realities of a neoliberal world where ‘a doctrine of personal responsibility is applied to a 

whole range of social problems affecting certain working-class communities—whether it be 

poverty, unemployment or crime’ (Jones 2012: 192).  

 Hawthorne’s (nd) discussion of the legitimisation of colonial rule through similar 

processes provides a useful insight into the colonising process. His description parallels 

events at Saint School, stating that: 
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The portrayal of colonised people as primitive and uncivilised by virtue of their belief 

in myths, enabled the justification of the civilising mission of colonialism; insofar as a 

scientific worldview was promoted as being able to correct the erroneous beliefs of 

these people. (Hawthorne nd:17) 

 

According to Davies31 neoliberalism is a ‘necessarily interdisciplinary, colonising process’, 

it’s mission is to bring it’s religion of economic rationality across all boundaries and into all 

territories. It is clear from the processes observed in Saint School that economic rationality 

has not only crossed the borders of education, but also legitimises the work of education in 

naturalising specific worldviews.  

Broad definitions of colonialism state that it is ‘the establishment, maintenance, 

acquisition, and expansion of colonies in one territory by people from another territory’32 and 

that  ‘the conquered polities or populations are not just ruled over by foreign conquerors but 

are configured as inferior to their occupiers—inferior in legal, administrative, social, and 

cultural terms.’33 I contend that the practices and actions of the executive leadership team at 

Saint School reflect similar structuration of power relationships; they seek to colonise 

through a focus on the subordinate status of a school in special measures. In addition, the 

socio-economic deprivation of the wider school environment sits alongside an almost 

monoethnic town population, locating further justification for colonisation within wider, 

ideologically driven, socio-cultural motives. The 2011 census showed that of the town’s 

61,789 residents, 97.8% were White, with 96.3% identifying as White British. 

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups made up 1.2%, Asian/Asian British 0.7%, 

Black/African/Caribbean/Black British 0.2%, and Other/Arab 0.1%. By 2020, there is little 

                                                
31 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/difficulty-of-neoliberalism/ 
32 

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Sociology/Introduction_to_Sociology/Book%3A_Sociology_(Bound

less)/08%3A_Global_Stratification_and_Inequality/8.03%3A__Stratification_in_the_World_System/8.3A%3A

_Colonialism_and_Neocolonialism 
33 https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199756384/obo-9780199756384-0090.xml 
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change, with 1.31% Black/Asian/Minority Ethnic residents.34 This demographic profile opens 

debate about the racialisation of white working class social groups and provides a foundation 

from which the colonising effect of executive leadership can be argued. Exploration of 

‘whiteness’ is important in developing insight into the factors that allow Saint School and it’s 

community to be positioned as socio-culturally inferior, legitimising the ‘civilising’ role of 

the executive leadership team and the neoliberal frameworks underpinning their perceived 

authority.  

Two critical strands can be ascertained in the processes that structure and validate the 

marginalisation of white working class pupils and their families. The intersection of race and 

class reveals the denigration and racialisation of white disadvantaged communities, where 

working class populations are divided within a ‘disciplinary discourse of ‘respectable’ 

working class versus ‘undeserving’ poor’ (Gillborn 2010:20). The ‘undeserving’ become 

racialised through their status as a buffer between white middle class communities and ethnic 

minority groups.  This creates a cultural reading of inequality that justifies colonialist 

redemption narratives (Bottero 2009). Bonnett (1998) suggests that the white, urban working 

class population of Victorian Britain were ‘marginal to the symbolic production of white 

identity’ and often referred to through colonialist language and perceptions (Bonnett 

1998:326-327). As capitalism embraced welfarism from the 1950’s, white identity took on a 

nationalistic perspective, one that placed the white working classes in a normalised position 

of cultural superiority over immigrant populations. However, the clearly visible effects of 

more recent austerity economics again serve to illuminate class divisions, reviving analysis of 

social class, once described as a ‘zombie category’ (Beck 1992). 

                                                
34 https://www.cheshireandmerseysidepartnership.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Ethnicity-profiles-in-

Cheshire-Merseyside.pdf 

 

https://www.cheshireandmerseysidepartnership.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Ethnicity-profiles-in-Cheshire-Merseyside.pdf
https://www.cheshireandmerseysidepartnership.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Ethnicity-profiles-in-Cheshire-Merseyside.pdf
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The lack of financial ability to consume fixes those in poverty within a ‘biopolitics of 

disposability’ (Tyler 2015:493, Giroux 2007: 309), fuelling blame towards those in the most 

disadvantaged social groups for the reduction in available resources under austerity policies 

(Brown 2006, Tyler 2015, Waquant 2012). Tyler argues that ‘production of class stigma 

plays a pivotal role in enabling class exploitation’, exemplified through the making of 

television programmes such as Benefits Street (Love Productions 2014), that amplify 

narratives of white, working class abjection (Tyler 2015:495). The unwaged, single parent, 

white working class family is made monstrous. The financial rewards that are gained by 

production companies by exploiting those in poverty are mirrored in the business 

opportunities that become available in failing schools (see page 132). The neoliberal focus on 

self -reliance and a rolling back of welfare provision is legitimised through such media 

portrayals of apparently work-shy, incompetent and dysfunctional families, presented without 

debate surrounding the structural inequalities that lead to poverty and its accompanying social 

effects (Jones 2012; Skeggs 2004, 2009; Reay 2006, 2013, Tyler 2015). It is against such 

one-dimensional analysis that the executive leadership team were able to position their policy 

of removing support structures for vulnerable pupils at Saint School, citing ‘too much spoon 

feeding’ as a factor in low achievement.  

 Neoliberal approaches to education are constructed around a central theme of 

individual liability for the life experiences that each is accorded. Gillborn (2010:17) argues 

that the moral panic arising from cases such as the fake kidnapping of her own daughter by 

Karen Matthews35 in 2008, promoted a perception of the ‘dangers posed by a growing 

‘underclass’ whose personal lack of responsibility and effort was asserted as the cause of 

‘educational failure’. As Gillborn further outlines, such cases create an environment where 

                                                
35 BBC News Online Shannon Matthews Timeline. http:// news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7733586.stm 

 



150 

 

‘the obvious solution is to reform tax laws (benefiting the middle class) and reduce social 

assistance (disciplining the working class)’ (Gillborn 2010:17). It is apparent that the 

positioning of poor, white working class communities works hard to embed acceptance of 

neoliberal policy and to divert attention from structural inequality caused through such 

policies. Further, disadvantaged white working class populations provide a platform against 

which immigration policy and other racialised, anti-minority debates can be conducted, citing 

support and allocation of resources for ethnic minority pupils as the cause of white working 

class educational failure. 

The colonial stance of the executive head teacher at Saint School is enacted through 

de-contextualising the process of education from its socio-economic environment and 

community. This process confirms the lack of value placed on working class culture and 

further produces and maintains the superior status of the white, middle class executive 

leadership team. It begins with the decoupling of the mechanics of educational accountability 

from the ‘human’, pastoral aspects of the school (see Chapter 2). Social, emotional, or 

financial issues being experienced by pupils and their community are portrayed as at best 

irrelevant, or at worst a non-existent concern for school staff. The only objective for teaching 

staff is to provide prescriptive ‘good or outstanding’ lessons; the executive head teacher 

stating that excellent teaching would negate all social and economic barriers that prevent 

pupils from progressing, meeting targets and from displaying resilience. Traditional forms of 

support such as mentors are considered by the executive leadership team to be promoting 

over reliance on others and collusion in allowing a lack of personal fortitude in pupils. As 

these are removed, ‘a neo-liberal world view is re-asserted as economically and morally 

essential: emphasis on personal responsibility and respectability positions state aid as 

corrupting and dangerous’ (Gillborn 2010:21) 
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 Further, ‘pre-colonial’ discourses about the history and social context of the school 

are discounted as contributing to past failings and are rendered impotent, to be severed from 

the present. The executive head teacher will put his hand up, flat palmed, to immediately 

silence any referral to how the school functioned prior to his arrival. The school had opened 

in 1977 to serve the Catholic population of the town, including those who moved to the new 

town development that was built in the area from 1964. Many of the children who attend the 

school under the executive head teacher have parents and family members who have also 

been educated there. The school had never been graded below ‘good’ in previous Ofsted 

inspections and was continually over- subscribed until 2015, following the ‘inadequate’ 

grading. It had a reputation as a caring school, with few bullying or behavioural issues, and 

was held in high esteem in the community it served.  

 In his single gesture, the executive head teacher performed a bodily display that 

nullified the history of the school, an interaction order that was ‘influenced by effects only 

achievable in face -to-face dealings’ (Goffman1982:8). This effectively prevents the 

reinvention of the school being shaped by any source other than the executive head teacher, 

the history of the school is made absent. The culture, language, social structures and lived 

experiences of the pupils are placed outside of the new vision; difference is simultaneously 

marginalised even as the existence of such differences are denied. The executive leadership 

team consistently deny cross cultural differences between their own background, in an 

affluent, leafy suburban town in the northern counties, and the context of Saint School. This 

gives credence to the contention that pupils at Saint School just need the right education to 

achieve the lives of their wealthy counterparts, which paradoxically includes greater 

emphasis on teaching and promoting middle class cultural values. 
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The set of Christian values (Appendix 19) that give what the executive team describe 

as a ‘language and vocabulary’ through which they can communicate with pupils, exposes a 

colonial cultural motive. A process of denigrating local, working class language forms 

labours to validate the imposition of both a value framework and a mode of mutual 

communication, further confirming the middle class cultural authority of the executive 

leadership. The five values, consisting of Honourable Purpose, Respect, Compassion, Co-

operation, and Stewardship, were delivered to staff and students through lengthy workshops 

and training days. Each value was explained in minute detail, as a rule for acceptable living. 

The inference is that pupils require a civilising influence, as observed by Kulz when she 

argues that the ‘culture changing programme’ at Mossbourne Community Academy regarded 

‘urban children as in need of civilising to become happier subjects’ (Kulz1 2017:93). The 

further suggestion is that working class pupils would not become ‘civilised’ without the 

intervention of culturally superior external agencies. The mythical impulse of the culture hero 

is again exposed in the gifting of such values to Saint School, myth is the framing device that 

directs attention to the executive head teacher as the gatekeeper of acceptable, middle class, 

social and cultural forms (Bliesemann 2016). 

The failing working class school provides an opportunity for expansion of territory for 

multi-academy trusts and career progression for ambitious executive leaders. The degradation 

of local language structures (Garfinkel 1956, Bernstein 1971) and the failure to acknowledge 

value in the community and cultural landscape within which Saint School sits, validate the 

privileging of middle class normativity. While it would be of interest to explore how the 

special measures process differs in more affluent social settings, little specific research exists. 

However, as ‘only five per cent of all schools in the most affluent areas are ‘requires 
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improvement’ or ‘inadequate’, 21 per cent of schools in the most deprived areas are,’36 it is 

not surprising that research has been more focused on education in the context of social 

deprivation. This difference further highlights the effects of decontextualization and with an 

updated Ofsted approach that appears to negate a three year Key Stage 4, some school heads 

have stated, not for the first time, that Ofsted inspection ‘is a middle-class framework for 

middle-class kids.’37  

Where research provides a clearer view of middle class education, it would suggest 

that the colonial approach to disciplining Saint School would not be the favoured form of 

control in special measures schools in more affluent areas. As Gillborn states, ‘white middle 

class normality is celebrated: the white middle class is assumed to represent the normal, 

moral core of society providing economic and social leadership despite the burden of lesser 

groups’ (Gillborn 2010:21). The process of othering that takes place to assert authority over 

working class communities becomes problematic in social contexts where parents are 

unlikely to accept an identity of failure for their child’s school or for their own parenting. As 

Reay argues, ‘stereotypes are generated through social distance’ (Reay 2007:1199), middle 

class parents erect ‘psychic barriers that also build educational boundaries around themselves 

and people like them’ (Reay 2007:1192).  

The labour that poverty stereotyping and social class othering performs is unavailable 

to those tasked with improving the middle class school. Further, middle class parents are 

likely to be more interventionist in the education of their children, to place greater value on 

futurity and to closely monitor progress (Jordan et al 1994; Prout 2000, Crozier et al 2008). It 

is likely that attempts to position such families as socially or culturally inferior to executive 

                                                
36 https://schoolsweek.co.uk/schools-in-rich-areas-are-more-than-twice-as-likely-to-be-outstanding/ 
37 https://schoolsweek.co.uk/leading-ceos-new-ofsted-inspections-favour-middle-class-kids/ 
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leadership teams would gain little traction, further comparative research is needed to explore 

how they assert authority in more affluent schools.  

Social mobility  

Alongside this rupturing of the school from its socio-historical heritage sits the simplistic 

argument that making pupils work harder, through the propagation of self-interest, improves 

their life chances. This ethos is also observed by Kulz (20171) in her study of the ‘flagship’ 

Mossbourne Community Academy, where she explains that ‘an evangelical belief in mobility 

and the enterprising, acquisitive self persists as the sole solution to inequality’ (Kulz 

20171:92). This neoliberal creed of transcendent self-determination fuels the modern myth 

that schools alone can solve the social and economic issues that ensue from systemic 

inequalities. According to Monbiot (2014), the monomythical nature of neoliberalism, with 

its claims to present reward and opportunity to those who ‘have talent, work hard, and 

innovate’, is an illusory meritocracy narrative38. 

The education system feeds this same narrative to pupils, with Saint School being 

reformed to propagandise the message of illusory social mobility. By placing responsibility 

on to the individual to improve their socio-economic status, a distraction is created from the 

‘larger systemic processes that are making hierarchies steeper and opportunities more 

restricted’ (Reay 2013:663). Social mobility in the UK is failing to improve despite all the 

claims that it is the driving force behind educational policy, and the continual upheavals that 

policy change produce in schools. A report by the Social Mobility Commission starkly 

discloses that: 

The attainment gap between poorer children and their wealthier counterparts at 16 is 

as large as it was twenty years ago. Worryingly, geographical inequality among the 

poorest children in England has increased as attainment in London schools has 

                                                
38 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/05/neoliberalism-mental-health-rich-poverty-economy 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/05/neoliberalism-mental-health-rich-poverty-economy
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improved far faster than in the rest of the country. Schools are not yet the engines of 

social mobility they should be. At current rates of progress, it will take another twelve 

years to eliminate the attainment gap at Key Stage 2 in English. There is currently no 

prospect of the gap between poor and wealthier children being eliminated at GCSE 

level or at A level.39 

In this statement, schools are placed as the ‘engines’ of social mobility and must be 

continually improving to meet this responsibility, again shifting focus away from wider, 

systemic inequalities. Using less than logical arguments in a House of Commons education 

committee debate regarding the drive for school improvement, Michael Gove, former 

Minister for Education, states:40 

Q98 Chair: One is: if "good" requires pupil performance to exceed the national 

average, and if all schools must be good, how is this mathematically possible? 

Michael Gove: By getting better all the time. 

Q99 Chair: So, it is possible, is it? 

Michael Gove: It is possible to get better all the time. 

Q100 Chair: Were you better at literacy than numeracy, Secretary of State? 

Michael Gove: I cannot remember. 

 

Gove’s statement exposes the process of constantly raising the required standards against 

which schools are graded. Pupils at Saint School are tangibly aware of the requirement to 

constantly progress and strive for success. They are led to believe by school leaders that this 

will result in social and economic reward. Every exercise book and individual folder for each 

pupil in the school now contains a personalised ‘flight path’ (Appendix 3), a visual upward 

trajectory of pupil progress. This progress is measured following four assessment points that 

                                                
39 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time

_for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-2017.pdf 

 
40 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmeduc/uc1786-i/uc178601.htm 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time_for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time_for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-2017.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmeduc/uc1786-i/uc178601.htm
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each comprise a week of tests in every subject. New data management systems map the 

expected progress of every Year 7 pupil through to the end of Year 11, producing colour 

coded graphs and projections that are presented to each child as a personal improvement plan. 

The flight path represents an ascending journey to success. They are formatted on national 

rather than local data, legitimising the illusion that standardised educational progress can be 

de-contextualised from social and economic inequalities. This further reinforces the 

judgement of teacher performance within a vacuum, diverting attention away from the root 

causes of disparities in educational achievement.  

The responsibility placed on education to be the key driver for social mobility, is 

matched by an orchestrated campaign of disinformation regarding alternatives to 

neoliberalism, as Kulz explains: 

Dreams of mobility are not only mythological because they contain visions of a future 

never to come for the vast majority of pupil, but because they present the ideology of 

neoliberal education reform as the only way to pursue these mythological futures – a 

dynamic that guarantees their continual elusiveness. (Kulz 20171:92) 

 

 Kulz’s view is borne out in the speech given by Teresa May in 2016, expansively titled 

‘Britain, the great meritocracy, in which the Prime Minister declared ‘more than anything 

else, I want to see children from ordinary, working class families given the chances their 

richer contemporaries take for granted. That means we need more great schools’41. The 

speech provides no focus on the wider socio-political issues that contribute to inequality, 

zeroing in on education and neoliberal solutions such as provision of greater diversity in the 

types of schools available. The opening of institutions such as free schools is argued to 

provide parental choice across a range of alternatives. 

                                                
41 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/britain-the-great-meritocracy-prime-ministers-speech 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/britain-the-great-meritocracy-prime-ministers-speech
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The same speech discusses parents who might be working two or three jobs to provide 

for their children, but notably fails to engage in debate as to the social or economic 

inequalities that underpin the need to take on extra employment. By giving educational 

choices to their offspring, the speech makes capital from the narrative that the next generation 

will have greater opportunities available to them than their parents did. Projections of child 

poverty produced by the Institute for Fiscal Studies suggest that this is unlikely, their report 

stating that: 

in our central projection, the increase is from 27.5% in 2014–15 to 30.3% in 2021–22, 

returning absolute child poverty to its 2008–09 level. This rise is explained by the 

same sorts of reasons that explain the projected increase in relative child poverty: cuts 

to working-age benefits act to substantially reduce the incomes of low- income 

households with children and rises in real earnings have only a moderate offsetting 

effect. (Hood & Waters 2017:28-29) 

 

In 2017, Alan Milburn resigned as Chair of the Social Mobility Commission (SMC) 

expressing his deep disappointment in the lack of governmental commitment to May’s 2016 

rhetoric: 

Social mobility is one of the biggest challenges facing our country today. It is not just 

the poorest in society who are losing out. Whole communities and parts of Britain are 

being left behind economically and hollowed out socially. The growing sense that we 

have become and us and them society is deeply corrosive of our cohesion as a nation. 

As the Commission's work has demonstrated, the twentieth century expectation that 

each generation would do better than the last is no longer being met.42. 

 

The SMC has recently published an updated barometer of social mobility, based on the 

perceptions of 4,693 adults across the UK who were interviewed between 27 January - 1 

February 2021. The Covid 19 pandemic is perceived to be widening social inequalities, with 

                                                
42 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/alan-miilburn-resigns-letter-read-in-full-statement-   latest-

theresa-may-social-mobility-tsar-a8089026.html 

 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/alan-miilburn-resigns-letter-read-in-full-statement-%20%20%20latest-theresa-may-social-mobility-tsar-a8089026.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/alan-miilburn-resigns-letter-read-in-full-statement-%20%20%20latest-theresa-may-social-mobility-tsar-a8089026.html
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56% of those surveyed believing that it has increased social inequality. The report also finds 

that 79% of respondents believe that there is a widening gap between different social classes, 

and 74% think there are large differences in opportunities across Britain. Only 35% of adults 

believe that everyone has a fair chance to go as far as their hard work will take them43  

 However, the flawed narrative persists that attending a school rated at least good by 

Ofsted will improve life chances. Education and social policy place responsibility for 

improving social mobility on schools that have unequal access to resources. This 

responsibility is socio-economically de-contextualised, diverting attention from the root 

causes of social inequalities by focusing on inherently varying school achievement rates 

(Reay 2013).  The outcome of this diversionary tactic is that relationships between Saint 

School and the community in which it sits are being slowly altered, influenced by the more 

overtly marketised language, practices and structures that have been put in place by the 

executive leadership team. That pupils have been quick to internalise the rationale behind the 

continual testing and measuring at Saint School is clearly evidenced in an answer from a 

Year 10 Sociology pupil, who was asked to give a disadvantage of Steiner school education: 

                                                
43 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/social-mobility-barometer-2021. 
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This pupil uses the words tested, progress and tracked confidently, arguing that any school 

that did not assess in the structured way that she is now used to, is disadvantaging its pupils. 

Further, the colour coded flight path information that is sent every half-term to parents 

creates a supplier/customer mentality, often resulting in teachers being questioned about the 

level of their own performance. The parents of children with red squares (for danger of 

failing to progress) on their termly charts want to know what the teacher will do to improve 

the child’s progress, not what their child needs to do.  The conversations with parents on the 

newly named ‘consultation days’ leave teachers feeling akin to customer service 

representatives working for mobile phone providers. Some staff are left with the impression 

of having been harangued by a dissatisfied customer, rather than feeling like a teaching 

professional engaged in a meaningful conversation. The demand is focused on what the 

teacher has failed to produce, a prime example of the marketplace mindset invading 

classrooms. The economic unit being ‘manufactured’ is the successful pupil, now deemed to 

be the result of the application of an effective service. This process highlights how the 

fabrication of a meritocratic social mobility is an ‘extremely generative and productive myth 

that does an enormous amount of work for neoliberal capitalism’ (Reay 2013:664). 
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The myth of social mobility further validates the colonialist elitism of the executive 

head teacher at Saint School, and the motives behind his de-legitimisation of the social and 

cultural context of the institution. His role as rescuing hero encompasses not only improving 

examination results, but also positioning working class communities and identities as inferior, 

and therefore, a situation to be escaped from. As Reay suggests, this is an effective ploy, as 

despite evidence to the contrary, ‘most of us are still desperately pretending a naked emperor 

is decked out in finery; that social mobility is not a sham’ (Reay 2013: 675).  

Marketing the neoliberal self 

Pupils at Saint School are encouraged to view themselves as a product through a careers 

programme delivered to Year 11s and to sixth formers, which includes a section entitled 

‘Brand You’44. The aim of this unit of study is described as ‘to explore and develop your own 

brand and how important it is for future success’, followed by a range of objectives including: 

•        Understand the importance of communication and language in personal branding 

•        Recognise how your personal brand will help you to reach your career goals 

•        Pitch yourself on-line, thesis (CV) and face-to-face brand confidently 

 Perhaps even more concerning is the encouragement to ‘practice using your brand when you 

meet people – engage and check out whether they understand your brand’.  

Brand You is developed from the work of Peters (2001), whose writing on self- 

marketing is littered with phrases such as ‘You are the CEO of your own life’ (2001:27) and 

exhortations to start the day by asking ‘Is what I’m doing right now consistent with building a 

brand, my brand?’ (2001:28). That an American self-help book for would-be entrepreneurs 

and business executives, should provide the basis of a career guidance curriculum for 

                                                
44 https://careerready.org.uk/   
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teenagers, epitomises the neoliberal shaping of educational aspirations. The Brand You 

training course imposes a singular definition of success and provides a format through which 

to achieve this. It makes assumptions that pupils will subsume ‘non- profitable’ personal 

attributes and identity beneath a branded fabrication of the self.  

The promotion of Brand You had a negative effect on some pupils, particularly for 

Ariel at the start of transitioning from male to female. She finds a kindred spirit in the 

vampire character of Rosalie in Twilight (Meyer 2012), and understands the difficulty that 

just trying to be herself entails: 

I know that like with anything you do there are going to be people who disagree with 

it and will outcast you for that but pretty much like Rosalie’s done with her life - she’s 

pretty much become an outcast of her former self, but she’s learnt how to deal with it 

now and I have to learn that. But I guess I’ve already learnt that I’m not out there to 

impress anyone, I’m just trying to be myself and all I need are those who are behind 

me, and everyone else is just a battle that I have to get through. (Appendix 11, 

Response 15) 

For Ariel to consider herself as a brand would clearly be highly damaging, Brand You and 

other such programmes encourage young people to dissociate from their own histories, to 

stand outside of themselves and to create a fabricated self that is without validity in the 

context of their lived experience. Verhaeghe (2016) argues that: 

the ultimate goal of present-day education is ‘self-management’ and 

‘entrepreneurship’. Young people must regard themselves as enterprises and see 

knowledge and skills above all in economic terms – that is, something they can use to 

increase their market value. (2016: 163) 

 

 Little wonder that the numbers of young people seeking support for mental health issues is 

continually rising; 235,189 young people were in contact with mental health services in June 

2016. Just over 100,000 patients were 11 to 15 years old, and 69,505 were 16 to 18’45. There 

                                                
45 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/oct/03/quarter-of-a-million-children-receiving-mental-health-care-

in-england 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/oct/03/quarter-of-a-million-children-receiving-mental-health-care-in-england
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/oct/03/quarter-of-a-million-children-receiving-mental-health-care-in-england
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are multifactorial effects on mental health and well-being; a report by the NHS in 2018 

showed that one in ten primary school children had at least one mental health disorder and 

that this increased to one in seven 11 to 16 years old in secondary schools. Mental health 

disorders also tended to be more common in children living in lower income households and 

in children whose parents were in receipt of low-income benefits’46. By 2020, one in six 

(16.0%) children aged 5 to 16 years were identified as having a probable mental disorder, 

increasing from one in nine (10.8%) in 2017.47 

 While further risk factors such as social media use, alcohol/ substance abuse and 

physical illness also affect disorder rates, these reports identify socio-economic deprivation as 

having the greatest impact on child mental health. The decontextualising processes that is 

taking place in Saint School seeks to present young people as a homogenous whole; 

comparable across national and even international socio-economic contexts, denying the role 

of disadvantage in educational progress. 

 The reduction of the individual to objective data sets or to fabricated identities is 

reflected in the storylines of mythical fantasies such as Game of Thrones (Season 6, Episode 

2), which explore themes on the deconstruction of the self. For example, the character of 

Arya becomes ‘faceless’, she denounces her name, her history, familial connections and 

selfhood, training to become ‘no-one’ and referring to herself in the third person. She is 

coached to become an assassin, a sociopath. Reflecting Ballard’s (1975) ‘new social type’, 

                                                
 
46https://files.digital.nhs.uk/A6/EA7D58/MHCYP%202017%20Summary.pdf 

  
47 https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-

people-in-england/2020-wave-1-follow-up 

 

https://files.digital.nhs.uk/A6/EA7D58/MHCYP%202017%20Summary.pdf
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2020-wave-1-follow-up
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2020-wave-1-follow-up
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she trains to become a de-contextualised being. Kierkegaard (1954) describes such a process 

in his discussion of despair: 

Such a man, precisely by losing his self in this way, has gained perfectibility in 

adjusting himself to business, yea, in making a success in the world. Here there is no 

hindrance, no difficulty, occasioned by his self and his infinitisation, he is ground 

smooth as a pebble, courant as a well-used coin. So far from being considered in 

despair, he is just what a man ought to be. In general, the world has of course no 

understanding of what is truly dreadful. (1954:34) 

 

Perhaps it should not be a surprise that the contemporary vampire narrative, with its central 

cast of mythical devourers who refuse to be defined through bloodlust, offers greater meaning 

and integrity to young people. Education that promotes the ideological shaping of training 

packages such as Brand You seeks to restrain and bound young people beneath a corporate 

façade. That they are expected to collude in the replacement of their contextualised self is so 

much more monstrous than the ‘vegetarian’ vampire, who refuses to be defined by an 

imposed identity.  

Myths are essentially blocking mechanisms that obstruct inquiry into the ideological 

framing of specific enactments of power (Bliesemann 2016: vi). I would argue that the myth 

of social mobility, inextricably related to the Brand You persona, blocks recognition of value 

in alternative forms of identity or social class representations. This shaping of socio-cultural 

worth misdirects focus, leading to superficial factors being blamed for macro level social 

issues. This point is succinctly explained in a recent online meme: 

Adults: Record numbers of teens are depressed - we must find out why. 

Teens: School is more stressful than ever, our parents screwed over the economy, the 

earth is on a path to total environmental destruction, and now we have to deal with 

actual f*****’ Nazis. 
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Adults: It’s the iPhone’s isn't it?48  

 

Moral crusades and media-induced distractions seek to obfuscate the root causes of problems 

experienced by young people. The symptoms of such problems are explained away by 

simplistic debate.  

Katie, one of my pupil respondents, became involved with the cosplay community at 

a time when she felt deeply alienated from the processes overtaking Saint School. She 

explains that the pressure to be socially acceptable in school causes her to dull herself down 

whereas her confidence increases when playing a myriad of characters. Through cosplay she 

gains a level of self-acceptance, particularly enjoying the reaction of a little girl who called 

her a ‘turquoise princess’ when dressed up at a cosplay meet. Katie feels that she plays more 

of a constructed, highly constricted character in school than when cosplaying (Interview 1, 

Katie 10mins 16).  Saint School is patently failing to engage an enormously able and 

intelligent pupil, who recognises that far from offering her freedom, the myth of neoliberal 

success depletes her energies. Monbiot (2017) supports this view, stating: 

School, the first sustained contact with both the state and the professional classes, is, 

for many people, a humiliating and oppressive experience. They come to see the 

system as dismissive of their personalities and their intelligence. (2017:57) 

 

 The marketisation of education includes the marketisation of the self. Identity itself becomes 

a product, one subjected to quality assurance, to upgrades and re-development. The ‘find 

yourself’ mantra of the 1960s is now ‘sell yourself’, the overriding message is to apply 

business strategies to the construction of personal identity. Campbell’s hero’s journey 

(Campbell 2008), outlining the archetypal pattern of a trial strewn path towards self-

                                                
48https://me.me/i/adults-record-numbers-of-teens-are-depressed-we-must-find-19072378  

https://me.me/i/adults-record-numbers-of-teens-are-depressed-we-must-find-19072378
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realisation, has been manipulated to encompass a contrived narrative based on what Ball 

(2003) refers to as fabrications: 

versions of an organization (or person) which does not exist, they are not ‘outside the 

truth’ but neither do they render simply true or direct accounts, they are produced 

purposefully in order to ‘be accountable’. (2003:224) 

  

Rising from the ashes? 

The rebirth of identity at the end of the hero’s journey (Campbell (19881,19882) is the 

consequence of individual enlightenment, through adversity and overcoming personal fears 

and beliefs. The journey described through the neoliberal myth is one that leads towards 

creating facsimiles of the self. Failing schools are turned into academies with new names and 

uniforms, symbolising the rebirth and rebranding of a de-contextualised establishment. It is 

perhaps predictable that there are now twenty-seven ‘Phoenix’ academies in England alone49, 

a symbolic re-labelling that appropriates archetypal motifs of cleansing fire, renewal of life 

and the sun. However, the supernatural essence of the magical phoenix is attenuated, its 

image filched. It is appropriated to provide superficial branding for an education system that 

denies the multi-faceted nature of ‘being’.  

The narrative of renewal represented by the phoenix has powerful mythological 

credentials. It weaves its thread through religion, art, history, culture and ritual, resonating 

with human experience and providing resolution to existential anxiety. The Norse myths, as 

narrated through the Poetic Edda (Bray 1908), provide an example of this arc of destruction 

and renewal, from painful endings to the joy of miraculous new beginnings. It parallels 

renewal and resurrection myths across religion and culture in the line ‘I see uprising a second 

                                                
49 https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/find-a-school-in-

england?keywords=phoenix&suggestionurn=&searchtype=search-by-name 

 

https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/find-a-school-in-england?keywords=phoenix&suggestionurn=&searchtype=search-by-name
https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/find-a-school-in-england?keywords=phoenix&suggestionurn=&searchtype=search-by-name
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time earth from the ocean, green anew’ (Appendix 20), holistically weaving the physical and 

spiritual into a process of awe-inspiring transformation. The Edda pays homage to the old 

from which the new has emerged, it recognises that germination of the new does not occur in 

a vacuum. 

In seeking to transform ‘failing’ schools, mythical symbols and motifs are employed 

one-dimensionally. The affective response to renaming a school with a mythical emblem of 

transformative power is merely cosmetic. If the reality of experience within that institution 

does not nurture faith in that renewal, then the power of the motif will be short-lived. It is 

here that the flaws in contradictory neoliberal ideologies are made apparent. While professing 

to base educational improvements within rational, data-driven formulae, the mythical 

performativity of its processes raises debate. These arise not only in relation to the paradoxes 

within neoliberalism, but also to the archetypal nature of myth itself. Further, the narratives 

of holistic renewal, evoked through institutional transformation, cannot be successful if they 

are exteriorised and piecemeal. Hoyt’s (2009) summary of the interdependence of mythical 

and logical thought is helpful here: 

Artists, poets, musicians, and other mythical thinkers rely on the tools and techniques 

of logos for their own works of mythos: the pursuits of logos are in turn influenced by 

mythos: logical thinkers have figured out, for example, how to cure illnesses and 

prolong the average human lifespan, but they have learned through mythical thinking 

to value human life enough to bother. (Hoyt, 2009)  

 

The denial of the value of myth, while also engaging with the potency of mythical thought, 

creates a confused and incoherent success narrative for education. In their discussion of the 

influence of the ‘narrative of redemption’, Fischman and Diaz succinctly explain the 

construction of the paradoxical nature of education in the social imagination: 
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The resonance of the NR [narrative of redemption] is related to how schools are 

positioned as key sites for the transformation of future generations and the perfection 

of the society… schools and educational institutions are both the target of the harsh 

social criticisms and the last space of hope, a frontier dividing the critical juncture 

between the possibility of achieving society’s dreams or the failure to uphold those 

aspirations. In that critical juncture of society’s imaginary about schools, they become 

the makers of terrible presents and hopeful futures (Fischman & Diaz 2013:78) 

 

 I suggest that it is in the ‘critical juncture’ that the compulsion to harness the mythical, 

through ‘super head’s’ and the peddling of ‘transformative’ pedagogies and procedures, 

becomes apparent. Pupils are now measured by ‘levels of progress’, Ofsted inspectors and 

school-based ‘mocksteds’ demand an upward/ forward propelled advancement and pausing to 

reflect is an unnecessary luxury. 

The chaplain at Saint School addressed this point in one morning assembly when he 

stated ‘we need to create a culture in school where it is preferable, not just permissible, to 

stop and breathe. And to encourage others to draw breath’. This was an appeal against a 

campaign of accelerated propulsion towards a narrowly defined perfectibility at the school. 

Verhaeghe (2016) explores the link between evolution and human progress, suggesting that: 

This notion of progress is linked to personal effort: the harder you try, the faster you 

evolve. Thus, without realising it, we make the switch from biological evolution to 

social and even individual progress. Both society and humans are perfectible, 

according to the new credo. (2016: 61)  

 

That this ‘perfectibility’ will produce inevitable hierarchies based on merit is a vital element 

of the ‘mythology’ of neoliberalism. Those who fail to progress to be successful within 

economically defined parameters, of which educational qualifications are a measure, will seal 

their own fates as surely as those in the mythical past who fail to please the gods.  
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This desired perfection is a manufactured and prescribed state. It is far removed from 

the nuanced explorations of the myriad philosophers, theologians and aesthetes who have 

debated perfection in ways that far outreach the neoliberal application of the term. The 

societal focus on self-help, self-healing, self-branding and ‘selfies’ provide edited, curated 

and styled ‘Instagram’ lives of seeming perfection. These place personal responsibility onto 

individuals, asking them to believe that they have control over factors that have far deeper 

socio-economic and political foundation. 

Beastly burglars 

Myths are awash with tales of great beasts and monsters who steal the riches of men and 

gods, reducing both humanity and the supernatural to a shadow of their potential power. The 

Norse myths describe the theft of Thor’s great hammer by the ogre Thrym (Bray 1908: 126-

137); the fictional dragon Smaug in The Hobbit (Tolkien 2016) invades and lays claim to 

Erebor (Lonely Mountain), the dwarvish Kingdom Under the Mountain and to the treasure 

hoarded within. Such tales tell of diminishment through the loss of ownership of both actual 

and symbolic agency.  

The special measures process at Saint School steals peace of mind, self-confidence, 

self-esteem, restful sleep and identity. These are measurable through statistical data on staff 

sickness absences and diagnoses of mental health issues among teachers. The process further 

steals from pupils who lack the resilience to deal with the heightened academic pressure 

being placed upon them, removing support systems within the school at a time when mental 

health services for young people are unable to meet demand. Young Minds stated in 2017 
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that ‘despite huge public concern about children’s mental health, CAMHS currently accounts 

for just 0.7% of NHS spending, and around 6.4% of mental health spending.’50 

There is a juncture in myths and tales where resolutions are made to wrestle back 

power from the monstrous. Thor cunningly dresses as the goddess Freya to take back 

Mjöllnir and the hobbit Bilbo Baggins is chosen as the unlikely hero who assists the dwarves 

in regaining their kingdom: 

That's right," said Gandalf. "Let's have no more argument. I have chosen Mr. Baggins 

and that ought to be enough for all of you. If I say he is a Burglar, a Burglar he is, or 

will be when the time comes. There is a lot more in him than you guess, and a deal 

more than he has any idea of himself. (Tolkien 2016:47-48) 

 

 The executive leadership at Saint School has created a fabricated mythos that cannot be 

taken ‘to heart’; there can no rallying behind a narrative that requires belief, offering only a 

mirage in return. They impose compliance but fail to sustain allegiance. Staff, including 

myself, look for short cuts and loopholes in the endless lists of rules and regulations. We find 

small triumphs in ‘forgetting’ to attend staff meetings and after school training sessions. 

Perhaps we too become ‘burglars’ in this stultified environment, attempting to steal back 

those elements of the self that are purloined through the fabrication of neoliberal identities. 

However, these personal acts of resistance will not challenge neoliberal educational polices, 

or their wider social impacts, without collective action. Returning to Malabou’s (2008) 

concept of plasticity, these instances of defiance are just another example of adaptation to the 

regulations received from the executive head teacher. They find individual paths around the 

                                                
50https://youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/children-s-mental-health-funding-not-going-

where-it-should-be/ 

  

https://youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/children-s-mental-health-funding-not-going-where-it-should-be/
https://youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/children-s-mental-health-funding-not-going-where-it-should-be/
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monsters of neoliberalism, never giving collective form to alternative responses that would 

slay the ideological beasts.  
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CHAPTER  5 - THE BIGGER PICTURE 

Thus, the very term ‘mythology’ as represented by the rationalist and romantic 

approaches, both of which are current in the contemporary field, seems to enact a 

conflict, where logos and mythos are set in opposition but derive their coherency and 

value through their respective other. (Hawthorne n/d :357) 

This thesis argues that the seemingly logical process of ‘turning around’ a special measures 

school betrays a less rational underbelly through its engagement in mythical performativity. I 

argue that such performativity at Saint School exposes the ideological role of myth in 

sustaining hegemonic structures and relationships. This chapter explores Campbell’s (1988) 

Jungian reading of the mythical in the collective unconsciousness and its continued influence 

on lived reality. It examines the division between mythos and logos that underpins neoliberal 

educational practices, where an ideological narrative of objectivity both negates and depends 

on the role of myth.  I expand investigation of this ambivalent relationship to consider the 

consequences of privileging either mythos or logos over the other; and the deficiencies in 

human existence that result from ideologies founded on such philosophical apartheid. 

As described in earlier chapters, the mythical places boundaries at the points where 

human behaviour is deemed unruly or dangerously curious, creating barriers to transgressive 

enactments. These barriers may operate through fear, such as in the positioning of Ofsted as 

omniscient and through punitive performance related pay structures. As Malabou (2008) 

suggests, barriers are also made in our own brain, through the creation of habitual practices 

that bend to ideological shaping rather than challenging it, even when at its most 

authoritative. Job vacancies include ‘flexibility’ as an essential attribute for successful 

candidates. The word appears in employment contracts that specify the job description, but in 

the small print add phrases such as ‘and any other tasks commensurate with the pay grade, to 

meet the changing needs of the company’. This in turn creates barriers to the possibility of 

contesting such practices. 



172 

 

Neoliberalism is wily in its ability to distract, to obfuscate the real monster of which 

we need to be mindful or afraid. All other ‘beliefs’ are made inferior, deprived as they are of 

logic and reason. Armstrong’s (2010) discussion of this process within religious belief 

outlines how the application of a straitjacket of reason to the transcendent leads to a position 

where ‘credulous acceptance of creedal doctrines become the prerequisite of faith’ 

(Armstrong, 2010:7). From the micro community of Saint School to the macro level of global 

economies, ‘belief’ in anything other than neoliberalism has been vilified as backward-

looking and irrational. However, neoliberalism does not openly prohibit such ‘irrationalities’: 

it simply re-brands and markets them as fashionable fixes for modern malaise. Everything 

from aromatherapy shower gels to mindfulness journals on sale in the high street provides a 

superficial, but profitable, sop for an insistent human yearning for the ineffable.  

I argue that discourse bridges ideology and myth; mythical performativity exposes the 

interdependent relationship between discourse and its enactment through the function and 

archetypal nature of myth (Campbell 2001, Jung 2014). This positions myth as the vehicle 

through which ideology presents a socio-political narrative of normativity and ‘naturalness’ 

to the means of maintaining that power. Lincoln’s (1999) exploration of the historical status 

of mythos as a vehicle for social and political stability traces how the authority of oral 

traditions in pre-literate cultures was cemented through the role of poetic speech in 

preserving and transmitting knowledge.  He describes poetry as an important societal archive, 

‘as well as its most authoritative discourse and prime instrument for cultural reproduction 

over the course of generations’ (Lincoln 1999: 25). With the development of the written 

word, Lincoln argues that the cultural context of myth is gradually lost, as text can be 

interpreted and analysed without the affective response that poetic speech can evince.  

However, power still resides in the ability to persuade, and in controlling the transmission of 

knowledge and ideas that support privileged social and political groups. I suggest that it is 
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here that mythical performativity does the work of discourse, naturalising ideologies that 

deny their mythical foundations.  

 Jung (2014) claims that although mythical forms may differ in their representations 

across socio-cultural and historical contexts, their archetypal origins are innate and universal. 

Therefore, Campbell argues that human action is not determined by archetypal cognitive 

inheritance but is inevitably shaped by it, as the ‘symbols of mythology are not 

manufactured; they cannot be ordered, invented, or permanently suppressed. They are 

spontaneous productions of the psyche.’ (Campbell 2008:4). If Jungian archetypes (Jung 

2014) provide the cognitive patterns through which conscious human agency is made 

possible, then they must become the universal touchstone from which ideology springs: 

These [mythological] symbols stem from the psyche; they speak from and to the 

spirit. And they are in fact the vehicles of communication between the deeper depths 

of our spiritual life and this relatively thin layer of consciousness by which we govern 

our daylight existences. (Campbell 2009:38) 

 

 It is the interplay and relationship between these mythical foundations, context dependent 

discourse, and mythical performativity that gives rise to the myriad of ideological and 

political expressions, which may or may not acknowledge their mythical inheritance. 

Ellwood (1999) discusses how Jungian thought evolved in response to historical 

events, including the horrors of World War II. Jung argues that the imbalances brought about 

through industrialisation, and the privileging of scientific rationality that follows, create 

disconnection between the psyche and lived experience. This rupture allows ‘mana 

personalities’, such as Hitler or Trump, to take ‘advantage of mass man’s psychic deprivation 

to promote their own megalomania’ (Ellwood 1999:55). This provides a warning: a reminder 

that the repressed archetypal subconscious will always seek outlets, needing to find heroes 

and symbols on which to project them. As ‘mass man’ yearns to find a home for these free-
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floating psychic energies, a stage is set for the self-appointed ‘hero’ to manipulate and 

propagandise their role as one who feeds the spiritually undernourished. It is therefore not 

surprising that education looks to the heroic super head teacher to fulfil this enactment, 

colonialist motivations make sense within this Jungian framework.   

The example of the relationship between myth, discourse, mythical performativity, 

and ideology provided in this thesis focuses on the micro, community level of a single school. 

The contextual shaping of mythical performativity and discourse within neoliberal education 

policies and practices results in a monstrous denial of the subject. The same processes can 

equally be exposed in wider socio-political contexts. Mythical symbolism is commandeered 

by the far right to legitimise racist, homophobic, and misogynistic attitudes and violence. 

Jungian theoretical arguments regarding ancestry are cited as scientific fact, ancient myth and 

archetypal imagery harnessed to ideologies that privilege specific examples of inherited 

cultural collective unconsciousness.  

It is not within the remit of this thesis to unravel the ambiguities of Jung’s ambivalent 

statements about Jewish lack of cultural ‘rootedness’ but it is critical to acknowledge that just 

as the lauding of unbalanced rationalism can create undesirable or unforeseen side effects, the 

opposite can be equally catastrophic. Jung’s essay on the return of Wotan, the Germanic god 

of war who parallels Odin in Norse mythology, provided fuel for Nazi propaganda and 

beyond into contemporary far right cultism. On the rise of National Socialism in 1936, Jung 

wrote that mythical thinking which explains everything through the autonomous power of the 

psyche: 

...personified these powers as gods and described them in the myths with great care 

and circumstantiality according to their various characters. This could be done the 

more readily on account of the firmly established primordial types or images which 

are innate in the unconscious of many races and exercise a direct influence upon 

them. (Jung 1998:188) 
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The essence of such statements is reflected in the manifesto of groups such as the Asatru Folk 

Assembly, whose founder states that the descendants of the Aztecs are seeking to ‘conquer’ 

the northern hemisphere through immigration. The Asatru believe it is their spiritual 

inheritance from the Norse gods that legitimises their racist beliefs (McNallen 2000), arguing 

that the shape of specific myths arising in differing cultures evidences a primordial, 

incompatible difference between races. It is a short step further to create hierarchical 

divisions based on the perceived dominance of one race over another.  

In contrast, film and literature has a deep well from which to produce dystopian 

narratives of social structures that ‘design out’ the irrational human response. The executive 

leadership at Saint School privileges objectivity; narratives such as Huxley’s Brave New 

World (1932) erase the emergence of unconscious subjectivity through chemical or genetic 

engineering. Films such as Equilibrium (Wimmer 2011) depict how rational absolutism rarely 

ends any better for social health than its opposite. Myth and logic are each a braking 

mechanism for the other’s worst effects.  

If Jung’s theory of the archetypes (2014) is read through Malabou’s (2010) model of 

plasticity, the primordial and innate received forms of the archetypes will always reveal 

themselves through mythical structures. Discourse that exalts objectivity and logic will 

always reveal its roots, positioning mythical performativity as unavoidable in human agency. 

The storyline in Equilibrium (Wimmer 2011) explores how even in a society where emotions, 

art, history, and aesthetics are prohibited and enforced through compulsory injection of a 

drug, the enforcement officers are called ‘clerics’ and wear priestly robes while exterminating 

‘sense offenders’ who have failed to self-administer the emotion-blocking medication.  

Authority and power are wielded by a shadowy figure known only as ‘Father’, a godlike 

figure who has rescued the world from conflict. While the film borrows from many sources, 
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it highlights the point that neither logos or mythos can extinguish the other and that both 

individual and social health relies on holding the relationship between them in healthy 

tension. 

The deciding factor in the mythos/logos balancing act is power; ideologies feed off 

and grow strong through the anxieties of the group. Goodrick-Clarke (2012) explores the 

theosophical frameworks that underpinned the popularity of the Nazi Party. A mix of 

occultism through runic symbolism, added to the growth of Wotan paganism, legitimised 

belief in Aryan superiority. It provided a collective sense of belonging for a German 

population in need of reassurance at a time of huge social and political change. Grounded in 

the writings of List (1891), the nationalistic appeal of a racially discriminatory mythos was to 

have horrific consequences and is not without parallel today. The rise of alt-right and neo-

Nazi groups in the West is legitimised by similar ‘volkish’ myths of the American Dream and 

of pre-industrial English rural idyll. List’s views would have not gained such prominence, 

had they not developed in synchrony with a range of attributing socio-political discourses 

regarding national identity and collective insecurities. 

This multifactorial process can be observed in the United States, where the meta 

narrative of the ‘American Dream’ is re-modelled under the Trump presidency. The reformed 

messaging of this narrative valorises the white, poor, and male dominated cultural landscape, 

a landscape recognised by Trump as sorely in need of a champion. He provides a hero figure 

for those who perceive themselves to be side-lined by traditional politics. Against a backdrop 

of high unemployment and falling wages, an ostentatious, multi-millionaire Republican, with 

seemingly little in common with the lower working-class communities that he targeted in his 

election campaign, becomes the strident defender of their hopes for a ‘better life’.  
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Serafini (2017) suggests that Trump’s popularity among less affluent sectors of the 

population has little to do with his policies and more to do with his self-presentation as anti-

intellectualist. The American Dream of ‘making it’ is dependent on culturally defined 

representations of patriotism, which were exploited throughout the Trump campaign. The 

mythically imbued values of the American Dream, de Tocqueville’s ‘charm of anticipated 

success’ (Cullen 2004:50) are given a nationalist turn, evidenced by Trump’s election pledge 

to build a wall on the Mexican border. Trump tweeted that ‘Our border is being breached 

daily by criminals. We must build a wall & deduct costs from Mexican foreign aid!’ (April 

16th, 2016) and stating during a presidential debate (October 28th, 2015) that: 

As far as the wall is concerned, we’re going to build a wall. We’re going to create a 

border. We’re going to let people in, but they’re going to come in legally. They’re 

going to come in legally. And it’s something that can be done, and I get questioned 

about that. They built the Great Wall of China. That’s 13,000 miles. Here, we actually 

need 1,000 because we have natural barriers. So we need 1,000. 

 

Such anti-immigrant fervour was later compounded by Trump’s move to suspend 

immigration of Muslims into America, citing terrorism as his rationale for the move: 

Donald J. Trump is calling for a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the 

United States until our country's representatives can figure out what is going on. 

(December 7th, 2015) 

We must immediately suspend immigration from any nation that has been 

compromised by terrorism until such time as proven vetting mechanisms have been 

put in place. (July 21st, 2016) 

To be clear, this is not a Muslim ban, as the media is falsely reporting. This is not 

about religion. This is about terror and keeping our country safe. (January 29th, 2017) 

 

It is evident that the Trump administration has tapped into collective anxieties regarding 

outsiders, citing ‘others’ as the barrier to white, working class Americans achieving the 

‘dream’. This play on economic security with the added rhetoric of personal and public safety 
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diverted analysis away from the detail of Trump’s policies and his obvious wealth, leading to 

the conclusion suggested by Graeber that: 

If people vote against their obvious economic interests, then it can only be because 

one cannot, really, separate the economic issues from social and cultural ones. 

(Graeber 2011:191) 

 

Trump achieved success partly through reigniting the affective lure of the American Dream. 

Even the obvious misalignment of Trump’s own financial status and that of his target 

supporters could not prevent his election as president. He gained power through a 

performative construction of mythical ideals already ingrained in the American psyche, 

positioning himself as saviour of the poor, white, electorate to gain populist appeal. The 

executive head teacher at Saint School was also from a more affluent background from those 

he wished to save. I argue that similar processes can be observed in the example of the Trump 

campaign as in the mythical performativity of the leadership team at Saint School; myths of 

social mobility are consciously employed in both, to gain acceptance of ideological forms 

that are exemplified by the figure of the rescuing hero. 

Unintended consequences 

The process of gaining support for ideological precepts through hero figures cannot predict 

all outcomes of such enactments. However, the affective response to the hero is a vital 

indicator of acceptance of their socio-cultural and political values. Mythical performativity, 

intertwined with discursive anchoring of ideological principles, is therefore the pivotal locus 

of power. The means through which such power is enacted and sustained must continue to 

produce affective responses, creating naturalised belief in the rightness of specific ideological 

social structuration. 
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The executive head teacher at Saint School has introduced strictly defined procedures 

and practices that are complied with through fear; the naturalising of ideological practices has 

not fully taken root. The removal of support for vulnerable pupils in the school is one of the 

central areas of contestation that prevents this. The consequence is that the special measures 

regime becomes more regimented and sanction-focused, instigating more coercive methods 

to maintain control. The negative effects on staff morale, pupil behaviour, mental and 

physical health, and the reputation of the school are the result. One teacher, Raphael states 

that ‘I do not think that staff are valued. Morale amongst staff is low and little is done by 

leadership to win this or support us’ (Appendix 5, Response 9). 

Zhao (2017) argues that unintended issues arise from focusing on narrow outcomes 

both when enacting educational policy, and in conducting the research that underpins it. The 

search for ‘what works’ in education usually implies discovery of a formula to produce 

improved outcomes in standardised tests and examinations. Zhao describes how such 

discoveries in medicine are followed by extensive research into the efficacy and unintended 

side effects of a formula before interventions based on it are introduced. He argues that the 

opposite occurs in education, where the objective is ‘proving the effectiveness of practices 

and policies in pursuit of “what works”. It has generally ignored the potential harms that can 

result from what works.’ (2017:3)  

A truly scientific, logical approach to education might be expected to balance the 

desired effects versus the negative side effects of any policy, and to consider a greater range 

of data than merely academic outcomes against target grades and levels of progress. 

However, where political commitment is tied to a single ideological framework, especially 

one that paradoxically lauds individual responsibility while monitoring every aspect of 

individual action, the occurrence of negative consequences to educational tinkering can so 
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easily be attributed to poor implementation of strategies by teaching staff. Teachers who fail 

to impress during the constant rounds of lesson observations performed by the ‘support’ 

school, or staff who take time off with stress, are simply subjected to even more scrutiny to 

discover where they are going ‘wrong’. The system that demands accountability at every turn 

deflects all attempts to make its own policies accountable.  

I argue throughout this thesis that neoliberalism relies on mythical performativity to 

engender belief that there is no viable, alternative ideology. I frequently work with student 

teachers who have known no other version of education than the one in which they are 

currently training, expecting the levels of monitoring and assessment that they face on 

placements because their training prepares them for such a regime. Here, recently qualified 

teacher Raphael describes his experiences of learning about assessment procedures: 

Yes, the course explained the principle of tracking assessment and the placement 

showed me examples of assessment structure and tracking.  The placement also 

explained Progress 8 as a value-added progress score.  (Appendix 5, Response 2) 

 

He further explained how this element of his training did not include formal critical analysis 

of these processes: 

There was no critique as part of the learning discussions during the formal academic 

(university based) parts of the training.  There were informal discussions amongst 

teaching/mentoring staff during the placement about the benefits and drawbacks of 

current assessment and progress measures.  (Appendix 5, Response 3) 

 

The recognition that education systems have reduced teaching and learning to formulaic, data 

driven practices makes many of the teachers at Saint School question their career choice. As 

Julia explains, the refusal to recognise the value of her learning mentor role signifies an 

overall narrowing of scope in working with pupils at the school, stating that ‘any support 

became results driven. We were placed into departments and were tasked to work with 
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“underachievers” in Science English and maths’ (Appendix 10, Response 7). After a short 

time in the profession, Raphael is also experiencing dissatisfaction with his teaching role: 

I expected to be challenged by the workload, and to have to work hard to develop 

myself, but the stress levels I have experienced have been beyond my expectations.  

The good days, when I truly see a pupil begin to understand a topic and to take 

delight in the subject, are becoming increasingly few and far between.  The level of 

unnecessary paper pushing activities and hoops to jump through is enormous and 

takes away from the time I have, to plan and deliver engaging lessons.  The situation 

of the school has left my development behind where I wanted it to be at this stage of 

my career – I sometimes feel no better than an NQT.  I find myself regularly 

considering whether I have made the right career choice.  (Appendix 5, Response 11) 

 

The engagement with myth in the process of cementing neoliberal value systems at Saint 

School may have gained compliance, but it has not produced collective belief in, or loyalty 

to, its ethos. The concept of pupils as economic units has not become naturalised; it has 

created disconnected relationships and disrupted beliefs about what working in education 

entails. I suggest that until the balance between mythos and logos is recalibrated, then ‘the 

texts which logos yields are inherently transient in general appeal unless leavened with a 

yeast of mythos’ (Richards 2011:9). 

A crisis in teacher recruitment was apparent in 2017. Data on training applications 

showed that 12,820 people had applied for teacher training compared to 19,330 people in 

2016, equating to a drop of 33%51. While these numbers have seen a recent surge with 

applications standing at 106% of the government target for secondary subjects (up from 83% 

in 2019/20)52, it will be interesting to see if this trend continues beyond the Covid-19 

pandemic. The central issue may not be that prospective candidates would disagree with 

                                                
51 https://www.ucas.com/file/142056/download?token=brfKAAc7 

 
52 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/initial-teacher-training-census/2020-21 
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https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/initial-teacher-training-census/2020-21
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draconian accountability, but that they can be better paid for being similarly burnt out by 

other professions. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis has investigated the effects of the post special measures grading process in one 

British secondary school. It has questioned the claims to rationality of neoliberal educational 

policies and their operational delivery as a one-size-fits-all business model for schools. Such 

questioning has laid bare the dynamic between myth, discourse, and the potency of mythical 

performativity in the construction of ideological frameworks. In so doing, this thesis offers a 

novel approach to investigating the work that educational policy and inspection agencies 

perform in sustaining neoliberal ideological principles.   

This research provides an alternative focus to examining the effects of special 

measures processes on teacher and school identities Through its original theoretical and 

methodological approach, the thesis provides a valuable contribution to the field of education. 

Further, the positioning of the relationship between myth, discourse, mythical performativity, 

and ideology in constructing and maintaining power structures makes wider contributions to 

the fields of monster theory and mythological studies. This concluding chapter will identify, 

summarise, and clarify the central themes of the thesis and outline cogent recommendations 

for further research directions. 

Summary of findings 

The overarching aims of this research are presented in Chapter 1, and in summary are to 

examine the role of systems of social control, the place of myth, and the naturalisation of 

ideological principles, in structuring and sustaining power relations. These broad objectives 

generated a list of research questions that became more specifically focused as the 

investigation at Saint School progressed. In this section I will demonstrate that I have 

effectively responded to these questions, exposing as fallacious the claims made to 

objectivity in school inspection and improvement practices.  
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This thesis pivots on a central question of whether mythical performativity could be 

observed in the ideological processes that were imposed on Saint School and its staff under 

special measures. The assemblage of personal experiences, deconstruction of administerial 

procedures, analysis of symbolism and language, alongside theoretical contributions from 

mythologists, has provided a terrain through which mythical performativity is made visible. 

This enabled me to construct a representation of neoliberal educational policy that conflicts 

with its claims to rationality, and to resting on a ‘common sense’ view of the economic role 

of education systems.  

I return to Campbell’s (2009) mystical, cosmological, sociological, and pedagogical 

functions of myth here, to illustrate that I have successfully revealed the relationship between 

discourse and mythical performativity. I have demonstrated how the functions of myth are 

both discursive and performative. The functional agency of myth was observed through the 

enactment of educational policies that were validated through neoliberal discourses of 

effective teaching and successful schools. I have shown that each of these functions were 

observable in the actions of the executive leadership team at Saint School and that they 

exposed the paradoxical nature of the claims made to objectivity in justifying micro-managed 

educational practices. Such claims are themselves shown to be mythical.  

     The mystical/metaphysical function of myth creates a sense of awe and realisation 

of the existence of the transcendent and divine (Young 2005:422). As a Christian faith 

establishment, Saint School was familiar with the concept of beliefs beyond human 

understanding, as was the executive head teacher who had a permanent headship at another 

Catholic school. In Chapter 2, I explained how he sought to align himself with more overt 

displays of Christian symbolism. These were employed alongside a revised set of Christian 

values to provide a recognisable metaphysical codification through which the actions of the 
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executive head were legitimated. His position as a saviour figure in a failing school further 

cemented his alignment with discourses of omnipotence and resurrection. It is through this 

process that the cosmological function could also be glimpsed: at the inception of a new 

‘creation story’ for Saint School as an institution, led by the spiritual and moral authority its 

staff and students had previously lacked. 

 Mythical performativity and its interrelationship with neoliberal discourse was also 

visible in the examples of the cosmological functions of myth analysed throughout my 

research. This second of Campbell’s functions seeks to explain how myth can help us to 

know our place in the world. Chapters 2 and 3 have examined the enactment of heroic and 

Othering processes that maintained and validated the actions of the executive head teacher. 

Chapter 4 frames these performances within colonialist discourses of inequality.  In the 

context of Saint School, this presented a view of Western education as taking its place within 

the wider political and economic ideology of neoliberalism and the marketisation of public 

services. The use of business language and jargon by the newly installed executive leadership 

team was just one element of the gifting process from these rescuing hero figures. In effect, 

the school was being given the structures to placate Ofsted, with endless streams of data to 

evidence ‘progress’ and proof that systems were in place to monitor and scrutinise every 

minute of the working day. The heightened focus on surveillance evidenced a mythical 

performativity of omniscience, positioning the executive head teacher in parallel with 

primordial narratives of demigods, watchmen, sentinels, and guardians. 

The mythical underpinning of the rescuing role of the executive head teacher 

exemplified the bringing back of the elixir at the end of Campbell’s hero’s journey: the 

sharing of the enlightenment found through the trials that have been experienced by one, on 

behalf of all (Campbell 2008). Through learning the ways of the hero, Saint School would 
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return to a place of acceptance in the world. Implicit in this beneficence was the concept that 

success was measurable and concrete. However, as investigated in Chapter 3, the ideological 

claims to objectivity in these processes paradoxically relied upon strategies that invoked the 

monstrous and exposed less rational performances engaged in the work of sustaining 

neoliberal principles.  

Earlier in this thesis I discussed Lincoln’s (1999) explanation of the historic and 

temporal path taken by myth, and how Greek philosopher Democritus made distinctions 

between true myths (mythos) and fabricated myth (pseudea). Those who created false myths 

were known as mythoplasteontes, the root of plasteontes being plasso, which translates as ‘to 

form’ or ‘to mould’ (Lincoln 1999:29). I have shown how this division has survived; the 

malleability of mythical function has long been recognised as a means through which social 

groups can be persuaded and controlled. I have established that neoliberal ideology is 

sustained through pseudea, false myths of objectivity, social mobility, and meritocracy that 

naturalise specific discourses. However, I have demonstrated that these discourses are 

enacted through mythical performances that expose archetypal elements of true myth, such as 

the rescuing hero and the monster beyond the boundaries. Further, through reading this 

process through Malabou’s (2010) concept of plasticity I have shown that our place in the 

world is constructed through unequal access to the power to give shape to discourse and its 

enactments. The role of adaptation and flexibility, analysed in Chapters 2 and 3, is one 

example through which I have evidenced the process of fixing people in place, preventing 

resistance, and disempowering the majority from giving shape to their lives.  

This thesis revealed Campbell’s (2004) sociological function of myth at work in the 

strategies employed by the executive leadership to maintain and legitimise methods of social 

control. This third function sustains and validates social structures and provides collective 
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understanding of right and wrong. Throughout this thesis, I have outlined the process by 

which social control was strengthened and maintained through mythological performativity 

under the executive leadership team. In Chapter 3, I discussed how the mythical power of the 

monstrous was observed in managerial strategies at Saint School and within the inspection 

processes of Ofsted. Boundaries of professional behaviours were redrawn and formalised 

within a system of ritualised surveillance and scrutiny. The borders of prescribed procedures 

and systems were policed by the monstrous, taking the form of further Ofsted intervention, 

the fear of public humiliation, removal of status and ultimately the loss of a job. The process 

was informed through Garfinkel’s (1956) concept of the degradation ceremony, which I have 

positioned as a mythical performance of making Other. The monstering of the female body 

through revised dress codes and exhortations to ‘self-review’ was explored within the context 

of social control structures that demanded a homogenous, organisationally, and politically 

defined normativity. I have also provided a refiguring of Cohen’s contention that the monster 

exists in a ‘culturally contested space’ (1997:7), through my analysis in Chapters 4 and 5 of 

the naturalising of specific ideological principles through discourse and mythical 

performativity.  

This analysis is further supported through my examination of the imposition of 

identities of failure in Saint School. I have shown that Ofsted informs and sustains neoliberal 

definitions of success through its shaping of educational policy and regulation of inspection 

standards, in agreement with Baxter’s (2014) challenge to Ofsted’s claims of political 

independence. The performance of infallibility and omniscient authority, by both Ofsted and 

the executive head teacher at Saint School, parallels mythical allegories of the transcendent. 

The micro-management of operational procedures discussed throughout this thesis was 

normalised within this narrative of omnipotence, redemption, and legitimacy. Any collective 

resistance from teaching staff was quickly curtailed within this reconstruction of reality. In 
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addition, I have described the industry of expertise that accompanied the executive head 

teacher on his rescue mission, explaining how training packages such as TEEP were 

marketed as the antidote to failure. Alongside the salaries of the executive team, the financial 

costs of this training to Saint revealed the profit-making principles that underpin the business 

enterprise of creating ‘successful’ schools. An argument was made in Chapter 3 that those 

who benefited least from such interventions was the school community that they were 

claiming to transform, leaving a trail of financial debts behind them.  

Throughout this thesis and particularly in Chapter 5, I have argued that the role of the 

executive head teacher is synonymous with the Jungian archetype of the rescuing hero. My 

observations at Saint School show that such ‘rescuing’ took a colonial slant, supported by 

government policy and ideology. Far from unifying the school under a clearly communicated 

vision for future success, as would be expected from a rescuing hero, I have shown that the 

executive head and his team were perceived by teaching staff as conquering invaders. In 

imposing operational, procedural, economic, and social controls that would most rapidly shift 

priorities towards a target focused, data driven business model, I have explained how the 

school community was subordinated. The grading of Unsatisfactory given to the school by 

Ofsted is shown to have rippled out to include its socio-economic context through actions 

such as the introduction of Christian values to create a ‘common language’ between the 

executive head teacher and pupils. This displayed a privileging of middle-class value 

systems, that denied the possibility of engagement with working class cultural frameworks. 

Identity is further analysed in examination of the followers of populist or nationalist 

movements who find alignment between a perceived lack of political regard for their socio-

cultural status, and the rhetoric of far right ‘rescuing heroes’ such as Trump. The interviews 

with school staff showed that they were invested in collective assumptions of what makes 
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good teachers/mentors, yet the executive head teacher ruptured the sense of fit between 

personal beliefs and lived experience of working in the school. This divide between the 

values of executive leadership and teaching staff was prevented from becoming an arena for 

contestation through discourses of professionalism, job security, and ‘common sense’. I have 

presented how the ‘making other’ of teaching staff, as subordinates who had failed to make 

the school academically successful (evidenced by the Ofsted grading), ensured that 

alternative approaches to pupil support were denigrated and silenced. It is here that the role of 

the monstrous in stripping professional and personal identity was discerned and examined, 

demonstrating a vampiric exercise in devitalising the ethos and cultural integrity of not just 

individual staff but the whole school community. The destabilisation of perceptions of the 

self as effective practitioner, alongside the endless micro-management of all aspects of the 

teaching role, resulted in demoralisation and anxiety. The case of Nick was just one example 

of how this process of deconstruction affected physical and mental health yet continued to be 

accepted as the rational approach to success. 

I have established that the executive head teacher engaged the monstrousness of 

Ofsted against which to position himself as heroic, while paradoxically imposing the same 

principles that underpin their inspection practices. The pupil respondents in my interviews 

sought role models who displayed attributes that they valued, such as integrity, 

trustworthiness, and loyalty. These too were discovered in mythical hero figures, but in the 

‘ethical’ vampires of Twilight (Meyer 2005) rather than in the fabricated identity offered 

through the neoliberal saviour stance of the executive head teacher or training packages like 

Brand You (2001), described in Chapter 4.  

 Campbell’s (2004, 20082) belief that the psychological/pedagogical function of myth 

helps the individual to make sense of the other three mythical functions, was borne out in my 
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examination of the wave of repetitive procedures that were so rapidly established at Saint 

School. My observations endorsed Malabou’s (2008) contention that habit, alongside 

flexibility, creates a naturalising process in gaining compliance with ideologically motivated 

practices. I have argued that the duplication of data collection tasks and the surveillance of 

their completion within tightly prescribed formats, normalised these procedures, diverting 

attention from their role in maintaining neoliberal principles. In so doing, consistency was 

sought in the ideological framing of new practices through the metaphysical, cosmological, 

and sociological functions of myth; this consistency would be cemented through the 

performance of the mundane.  

This thesis has argued that micro analysis of events at Saint School is reflected at 

macro level in historical and current political processes. It has considered the menace that 

exists when adherence to either extreme of mythos or logos is enacted, providing the 

examples of Nazism, Trump’s rhetoric on Mexican migrants and popular film narratives to 

develop this point. The pedagogical function of myth is shown to validate social oppression 

and atrocity through such examples, where the narrative was structured to make sense of the 

indefensible. However, the pedagogical function is also shown to provide a point where 

socio-cultural values such as integrity and compassion can be restated, as evidenced through 

the responses from pupils and teaching staff throughout this thesis. 

This analysis effectively responds to the questions that underpinned this research. It 

illustrates how discourse and mythical performativity acted as a bridge between archetypal 

myth and the neoliberal ideological frameworks being imposed at Saint School. The concept 

of plasticity (Malabou 2008) has provided further insight into the structuring of compliance 

and the process of naturalisation that was revealed through this research.  
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CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE 

The analysis of the role of myth and its theoretical underpinning in this thesis makes 

valuable contributions to knowledge in the fields of education, myth, and monster theory. It 

also contributes to wider knowledge of neoliberalism and the structuring of compliance. 

Contribution to the field of education 

This thesis makes a range of contributions to the field of education, through the innovative 

introduction of mythical performativity as a key factor in the enactment of education policies 

that inform and sustain neoliberal ideological principles. This engagement with myth is 

shown to be paradoxical within the neoliberal narrative of objectivity and rationality 

employed in such policies, prompting examination of the naturalisation processes that 

obfuscate such ambiguity. I develop existing theories of social mobility, super head teachers, 

and the role of Ofsted, arguing that the discourses that underpin them are mythically 

performed. I have suggested that these enactments labour to produce validation of, and 

compliance with neoliberal structuring in educational policies and practices. By examining 

this in the context of a school in special measures, I have developed understanding of how 

identities of failure are constructed in relation to educational institutions and their 

communities. 

Informed by Goffman (1956; 1963, 1982) and Garfinkel (1956), I have shown that a 

dramaturgical model continues to have value in educational analysis. However, my research 

relates this more explicitly to validation of colonialist power structures in a failing school. 

The deconstruction of professional identity and expertise through the concept of degradation 

ceremonies (Garfinkel 1956) is juxtaposed with the heroic positioning of super head teachers 

and claims to superior expertise by Ofsted.  
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Through appropriation of Campbell’s (1988) concept of the hero’s journey, I have 

shown how super head teachers construct their own saviour identities, while also addressing 

differing conceptualisations of the heroic gained through my pupil respondents. By 

investigating pupil responses through the reformed vampires of the Twilight (2005) saga, I 

have identified points where the materialist, socially mobile identity of the neoliberal subject, 

exemplified by the executive head teacher, was incongruent with the values that pupils 

prized. My application of mythical and dramaturgical approaches to the mundane, everyday 

practices of a school in special measures further identified the commitment of the leadership 

team to neoliberal practices. The shared discourses of success that are filtered through Ofsted 

and government policy are shown in this thesis to create unhealthy learning environments; 

yet despite this, they prevail. I have shown how the discourse of personal resilience underpins 

this validation of seemingly counterproductive practices, enacted through the removal of 

mentoring support at Saint School. 

There are similarities between my interrogation of turnaround leadership at Saint 

School and other investigations into the role of the super head teacher. Comparisons can be 

drawn between Kulz’s (20171, 20172) account of Mossbourne Academy under the headship of 

Michael Wilshaw and experiences of Saint School under special measures. The positioning of 

the head teacher as rescuing hero, the colonialist approach to the socio-economic context of 

the school, and the autobiographical exemplar of social mobility that the head at Saint School 

sought to present, are paralleled in Kulz’s study. This is evident in discussions of the displays 

of wealth and success by both head teachers, performed through the wearing of expensive 

clothing. This thesis also shares some similarities with the work of Skeggs (2004, 2009) and 

Reay (2013) on the ‘myth’ of social mobility; both parallel the contention that this concept 

serves to obscure and distract from structural causes of socio-economic inequalities. My 

examination differs by approaching claims to social mobility within the theoretical context of 



193 

 

Malabou’s (2008) concept of plasticity. I consider how mythical performativity labours to 

naturalise such discourses of meritocracy and personal responsibility, and how the narrative 

of social mobility retains ideological potency in the face of evidence that it is largely 

fallacious.  

Kulz also identifies a similarly regimented approach to behaviour management and 

social control as described in this research, both of teaching staff and of pupils. Where my 

thesis diverges from Kulz is in her discussion of teachers at Mossbourne being expected to be 

surrogate parents in providing structure and ‘tough love’, whereas the focus at Saint School 

was on providing academic success in a support vacuum. This difference is developed 

through my examination of the attitude of the executive leadership towards emotional and 

behavioural support structures in the school, which were cited as colluding in pupil failure.  

This thesis has commonalities with ethnographic studies such as Kulz’s, as well as 

earlier accounts including Lacey’s (1979) research at Hightown Grammar School and Ball’s 

(1981) investigation of Beachside Comprehensive School, all focusing on a single school 

setting. However, this thesis differs in its focus on the concept of mythical performativity in 

leadership strategies, constructing challenge to the valorisation of objectivity and scientific 

method in educational policy, the inspection regime of Ofsted and the methods of turnaround 

management employed at Saint School. The research also draws on Baxter’s (2014) and 

Clarke’s (2008) investigations of the remit of Ofsted, informing discussion of the alignment 

of school leadership with neoliberal practices that are shaped through the interdependent 

relationship between Ofsted and government. I develop this further, showing that despite this 

‘joined up’ ideological approach, which venerates objectivity and rationality, mythical 

agency can be observed in the methods that they employ and in the strategies that are 

imposed to ensure compliance.  
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Contribution to the field of mythical studies 

This research makes innovative contributions to the field of mythical studies, by investigating 

neoliberal educational practices through the pervasive nature of myth. Starting with Jung’s 

(1919; 1973; 1988; 2006, 2014) archetypal positioning of myth, the thesis has interrogated 

the seemingly inescapable leakage of mythical narrative and enactments into social structures 

that conversely valorise objectivity and scientific method. By placing mythical performativity 

between an archetypal reading of myth and ideology, I have exposed the central role that 

mythical enactment of key discourses plays in structuring and sustaining hegemonic 

principles. This pivotal argument revives mythical enquiry as a coherent critique of neoliberal 

claims, while also presenting myth as a fundamental driver in maintaining social control and 

compliance. 

The examination of mythical performativity in an educational setting in this thesis has 

further revealed the interdependent relationship between the dramaturgical and discursive 

presentation of performativity. It emphasises the point that discourse must be enacted, often 

through mundane practices that naturalise ideological social arrangements. This process 

works hard to make other forms of arrangement invisible or unfeasible. I suggest that the 

influence of myth is resonant throughout this process, making discourse familiar and 

recognisable. This is further exemplified in my discussion of Trump and far right 

organisations in Chapter 5. This thesis therefore restates the political and social significance 

of myth, recuperating it to extend investigation into the structuring of collective identities. 

This thesis has drawn on the field of mythical studies to inform and enrich the central 

arguments, most notably on the work of Campbell (19881; 19882; 2001, 2004). In common 

with his development of Jungian archetypal theory in suggesting that myth performs specific 

functions to create a sense of meaning in social action, I have argued that these mythical 
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functions were observed in the practices and procedures at Saint School, and similarly shown 

that over-reliance on a rigid sociological function leads to monstrousness: the ‘Darth Vader’ 

effect described earlier in this thesis. Further commonality is shown in the investigation of 

Campbell’s hero’s journey in relation to the actions of the executive head teacher, for 

example by engaging with his concepts of the quest and the gifting of the elixir (Campbell 

2008).  

Where this research differs from Campbell is in examination of the centrality of myth 

in embedding and sustaining key ideological principles, therefore taking a more overtly 

analytical approach. This research also considers the possibility that mythical functions 

contribute to the enactment of ‘pseudea’, or false myths, such as that of social mobility 

described earlier in this chapter. This thesis also differs by showing how the hero’s journey 

can be appropriated in a piecemeal form, to validate the saviour role of the super head 

teacher, resulting in the colonialist disposition of the rescuing hero in a failing school. 

Contribution to the field of monster theory 

Through the contributions from my respondents, this thesis has investigated the ambivalent 

nature of the monster, concurring with the view of Campbell that one person’s hero can be 

another’s greatest fear, depending on where the focus is placed (Campbell 2012). This 

developed from the pupil responses about the mutable vampires in Twilight (Meyer 2005), 

who they redefined as role models, and through the monstrous side effects on personal health 

reported in teacher responses, as shown in Chapter 3. That these effects were the consequence 

of the actions of a ‘school leader as hero’ figure, and of educational policies gifting the key to 

success to Saint School, has revealed the ambiguous nature of cultural heroes. The monster is 

shown to be a cultural construct that is neither historically nor culturally fixed. 
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The role of the monstrous also underpins the examination of the boundaries of 

personal agency that were more rigorously policed under special measures, as well as the 

processes of making Other in gaining conformity and compliance with newly imposed 

regulations. The thesis has exposed the remorseless nature of the executive leadership and 

validates the vocabulary of the monstrous that is often observed in teacher descriptions of 

Ofsted and operational practices in schools. This has provided interrogation of how the 

monstrous is both discursively and mythically performed, arguing that the executive 

leadership at Saint School paradoxically also characterised Ofsted as monstrous even as they 

sought compliance with imposed practices. This acted to obscure the collaborative 

relationship between leadership and Ofsted, cemented through a shared definition of 

neoliberal success. The monstrous is therefore shown to be positioned both inside and outside 

the borders of the institution, constraining social agency and contestation.  

The investigation of monstrousness in this research has drawn on Cohen’s (1997) 

examination of the monster as a constantly shifting representation of culturally defined 

difference, so displays some common areas of analysis. However, this thesis has extended 

Cohen’s arguments through a closer alignment with both labelling theory and the role of 

mythical performativity, to show the power relationships that underpin the defining of 

monstrous identity. The responses from a transgender pupil about her changing self- 

perceptions in this study have also expanded analysis of how the assigning of monstrous 

identities creates areas of contestation and eventual social change. The thesis further analyses 

how the deconstruction of the identity of Saint School and its teachers, from effective to 

failing, engaged with the monstrous in validating high pressure, regimented practices. The 

resulting change in relationships described in Chapter 4 between parents and teachers, 

paradoxically resulted in parents inadvertently demanding that their children be further 

measured and assessed as economic units, to ensure avoidance of monstrous failure. 
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Methodological contribution 

This thesis has made an innovative contribution to qualitative research methodology, 

evidenced through the successful production of detailed research data. The combination of 

interview responses from pupils about their vampire role models, and those from teaching 

staff that described the lived experience of working at Saint School, has resulted in a 

textured, multi-layered investigation. This has been enriched through the collection of 

documentary evidence, which has contextualised the practices and procedures that are 

examined. 

However, it is the original reading of these data through Malabou’s concept of 

plasticity, which she argues is both theory and method (Malabou 2010), that has developed 

the most valuable contributions to the thesis. It provided a coherent structure to analysis of 

the range of data sources, giving equal value to the contributions of each. The interviews with 

pupils focused on a mythical ‘monster turned hero’ narrative that they were invested in, 

engaging them in more detailed discussion of the key themes of monstrosity, morality, and 

identity. This data allowed comparisons to be made with the identity of neoliberal success 

being offered by the executive leadership at Saint School. When read through plasticity, it 

was possible to successfully examine how shape is received and where power to give shape 

resides. It further demonstrated how this process was only revealed through examining 

experience, showing where mythical performativity was enacted and responded to.  

Each of the methods were selected to elicit a process of illumination, exposing the 

complex relationship between myth, discourse, mythical performativity, and ideology. This 

makes it a valuable method in researching the organisational practices of agencies that claim 

political independence. Through adopting these methods, I gained a deeper insight into the 
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paradoxical nature of the leadership strategies at Saint School, and a coherent approach to 

analysing key themes.  

Further research 

This thesis argues that mythical performativity can be identified in the managerial 

behaviours, practices and procedures that drive demands for transformation in ‘failing’ 

schools. My research is based in a single school in the north of England; it would be of great 

interest to widen the scope of this study, to consider similar processes in a range of 

educational establishments and contexts. Such extended exploration could also provide a 

comparison of the attempt to devalue the local cultural ethos observed at Saint School across 

a range of socio-economic contexts, concentrating attention on class- based responses to 

educational failings.  

 The central proposal of the interdependent relationship between myth, discourse, 

mythical performativity and ideology provides an innovative theoretical framework through 

which research into organisational practices in a range of contexts could be approached. 

Personal growth 

Researching and writing this thesis has often felt like a very circuitous process and it is only 

on reaching this point that I can pause and reflect on my own journey through it. What began 

as a largely academic ‘next step’ soon revealed another path walking in tandem with the 

intellectual exercise, driven by the research themes and by my own experiences as a teacher. 

To some extent, the research allowed me to examine my own frustrations and feelings of 

being disempowered by the events at Saint School.  I have come to question the nature of the 

teaching role and its lack of congruity with my own beliefs about the role of education, 

suggesting a need for life changes. As Nick Cave succinctly concludes for me ‘Sometimes 
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these intuitions hold more truth than the rational world can ever hope to offer – when we are 

faced with a world that has long since stopped making sense and, indeed, lost its reason’.53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
53 [1] Red Hand File 55 https://www.theredhandfiles.com/do-you-believe-in-signs/  
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Appendix 1 
 

 

  

  

  

  

 

Dear Colleague  

 

As we near the end of the academic year, I am writing to bring to your attention the 

changes to inspection that will commence from 1 September 2014.   

Consultation on early school years and the sixth form  

As you may be aware, Ofsted consulted recently on plans to introduce separate 

graded judgements on the quality of schools’ work in the early years and sixth form. 

We consulted on this because of the vital importance of both of these stages.  

These proposals received strong support. I intend, therefore, to introduce separate 

graded judgements for the early years and the sixth form, where these apply, from 1 

September 2014. These grades may influence the judgement on a school’s overall 

effectiveness. 

Inspection following the removal of National Curriculum levels 

Aviation House 
125 Kingsway 
London 
WC2B 6SE 

 

T 0300 123 1231 
Textphone 0161 618 8524 
enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk  
www.ofsted.gov.uk  
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Many of you want to know about how inspection in 2014/15 and beyond will take 

account of the removal of National Curriculum levels.   

As happens now, inspectors will use a range of evidence to judge learning and 

progress. In particular, they will take account of test/examination results, other 

assessment information and the standard of pupils’ work.  

 

Inspectors will: 

 spend more time looking at a range of pupils’ work in order to consider what 

progress they are making in different areas of the curriculum 

 talk to leaders about the school’s use of formative and summative assessment 

and how this improves teaching and raises achievement 

 evaluate how well pupils are doing against age-related expectations, as set 

out by the school and the National Curriculum (where this applies) 

 consider how the school uses assessment information to identify pupils who 

are falling behind in their learning or who need additional support to reach 

their full potential, including the most able 

 evaluate the way the school reports to parents on pupils’ progress and 

attainment. Inspectors will assess whether reports help parents to understand 

how their children are doing in relation to the standards expected. 

Further information can be found at www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/140131. 

Behaviour and safety of pupils  

In my last Annual Report,5455 I wrote about the critical importance of good behaviour 

in schools. I will be publishing a short report on this in September. This will 

summarise the findings of focused inspections as well as the views of parents, 

teachers and pupils. 

It is essential that all schools have the highest expectations of pupils’ behaviour. 

From 1 September 2014, inspectors will pay greater attention to how well school 

leaders tackle low-level disruption and make sure that pupils’ conduct and attitudes 

to learning are good.   

Achieving a broad and balanced curriculum 

                                                
54  
55 http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/annualreport1213/schools-report 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/140131
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/annualreport1213/schools-report
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Inspectors see a range of curricula across maintained schools and academies 

(including free schools). It is right that schools develop their own curriculum to 

respond to the particular needs of their pupils and ensure they receive a broad and 

balanced education.  

A school’s curriculum must comply with the legislation to give pupils the opportunity 

to study a wide range of subjects. In addition, provision for pupils’ spiritual, moral, 

social and cultural (SMSC) development should promote tolerance of and respect for 

people of other faiths, cultures and lifestyles. Good teaching in a broad and balanced 

curriculum, underpinned by an effective approach to the SMSC development of 

children and young people, will help to prepare them for life in modern Britain.  

Therefore, from 1 September 2014, inspectors will pay even greater attention to the 

curriculum and comment in more detail on its effectiveness in the leadership and 

management section of the inspection report.  

Notice period for school inspections  

The Secretary of State has asked me to examine the feasibility of moving to 

routinely inspecting schools without notice. I am considering this. In the meantime, I 

intend to broaden, in the coming year, the criteria Ofsted uses to judge whether 

unannounced inspection is required for particular schools. 

The determining criteria will include: 

 rapidly declining standards 

 concerns about safeguarding, including a decline in the standards of pupils’ 

behaviour and the ability of staff to maintain discipline 

 serious complaints from parents or staff 

 concerns about standards of leadership or governance 

 concerns about the breadth and balance of the curriculum (including where 

the statutory requirement to publish information to parents is not met). 

Future of school inspection 

Ofsted’s inspections have done much to raise standards in schools since its inception 

in 1992. However, now is the right time to review how Ofsted inspects so that all 

children in England have the opportunity to receive a good or outstanding education.  

As I set out in my speech to the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) in 

March this year, I propose to alter the way that we inspect good schools. I also 

announced my intention to revise the section 5 school inspection framework. I look 
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forward to consulting you on all my proposals in due course. I intend that, subject to 

consultation, these further and fundamental changes will take effect from 1 

September 2015. 

I would like to thank you for all your hard work this year and wish you and your staff 

a very enjoyable and restful summer holiday.  

I would be grateful if you could share this letter with your Chair of Governors. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Sir Michael Wilshaw 

Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector 
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Appendix 2 

Class Contact Sheets 
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Appendix 3 

Flight path 
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Appendix 4 

EXTRACT FROM OFSTED REPORT 2014 
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Appendix 5 

Interview – Teacher Raphael 

 

1. When did you qualify and gain QTS? 

July 2018 

2. Did your teacher training course provide understanding of assessment, tracking and 

progress measures in secondary schools? 

Yes, the course explained the principle of tracking assessment and the placement 

showed me examples of assessment structure and tracking.  The placement also 

explained Progress 8 as a value-added progress score.   

3. If so, was any critique of such measures provided and/or discussed as part of your 

training course? 

There was no critique as part of the learning discussions during the formal academic 

(university based) parts of the training.  There were informal discussions amongst 

teaching/mentoring staff during the placement about the benefits and drawbacks of 

current assessment and progress measures.   

4. What strategies do you think that the senior leadership team prioritised in attempts to 

move out of special measures when you first joined the school? 

As I was not at the school during the first period of special measures, my opinions are 

based on accounts from and discussions with staff who were present as well as my 

experiences of these legacy strategies.  There seems to have been a big focus on large, 

structured assessment of learning through assessment points throughout the year.  

Assessment of some year groups was very heavy, for example the cohort who departed 

the school in 2020 were assessed four times in one year in a certain subject on the 

same topics, including sitting the exact same paper twice.  Tracking of this data was 

as a question level analysis for each pupil and this was used to inform intervention 

topics to be delivered in class and after school.  The school also focused heavily on 

marking and feedback in books, demanding a two week marking timetable, and with 

large numbers of book scrutinies occurring across all year groups.    Finally, the 

school has also focused extensively on redesigning its curriculum, in a process lasting 

at least since I started – I am aware that the school for example changed exam boards 

in one subject and subsequently rewrote its curriculum to suit.   

5. Do you feel that these were successful strategies? 

The amount of assessment taking place (and the corresponding revision and 

intervention time accompanying) was in my opinion detrimental to the progress of 

year groups through the course material.  I am now in a position where I am doubting 

if my current Year 11 class will finish the course content (this has been compounded 

by timetabling issues and the Covid-19 pandemic).  The amount of marking has left 

me as a teacher struggling to cope with workload at times throughout my period of 

employment, whilst delivering in my opinion very little benefit for the pupils.  The 

continuous changes to the curriculum have hampered the consistency of teaching in 

the school and therefore the quality of teaching and pupil outcomes.  This has been 
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exacerbated by continuously changing expectations and visions for the school from 

senior leaders.   

6. Have the strategies changed under the current executive leadership team, following 

the special measures grading at the end of 2019? 

The strategy of curriculum change has remained, and we have once again extensively 

redesigned our curriculum during the lockdown.  The assessment structure changed 

before the second special measures judgement, from major assessment points to 

continuous assessment through the completion of key marked pieces (KMPs) in class, 

with results recorded in a class tracker on SIMS.  The school has now moved to a 

hybrid model, with KMPs being used and termly assessment points being reinstated.  

There have been no book scrutinies so far this year, and marking and feedback seems 

to have fallen off the agenda of the leadership.  We now have a new teaching and 

learning lead employed at the school, who is conducting extensive lesson observations 

across the entire staff body and in all year groups, and giving feedback to staff.  

Differentiation has also become a big focus, and he has led two CPD sessions on 

differentiation, and set staff a task to produce differentiated resources and add them 

to a shared Google Drive.  Finally, we have new planning documents to fill in, lesson 

by lesson, providing links to our resources, identifying pupils in SEN, PP and MA 

groups and detailing what differentiation we are taking.   

7. What would you say were the biggest factors in the school going back into special 

measures? 

I would say poor leadership was at the head of all derivative problems which 

contributed.  Continuous changes to the curriculum and assessment structure resulted 

in a scathing assessment of the curriculum from Ofsted. The inconsistency of the 

curriculum coupled with too much assessment at the expense of teaching (weighing 

the pig rather than feeding it), as well as numerous staff changes brought on by the 

culture in the school have contributed to poor pupil outcomes, which were also 

heavily criticised.  The decision by the leadership to combine Y12 and 13 teaching 

groups, remove BTEC courses, and run down the sixth form towards closure resulted 

in a highly critical assessment of 16-19 provision. 

8. Do you think that the socio-economic environment of the school is adequately 

considered by both the leadership team and wider educational policy? 

I think the leaders have a good understanding of the socio-economic background of 

pupils, and are aware that interventions need to be made for the high number of 

disadvantaged pupils in the school, however the implementation and outcomes of 

strategies to support these pupils is not effective.  The wider educational policy does 

not adequately address the differences in the learning experience of these pupils and 

their associated outcomes.  The criteria against which the school is assessed by 

Ofsted are unfair in this context, as there are many external factors beyond the 

influence of the school preventing pupils from achieving what similar peers from less-

disadvantaged backgrounds will achieve.   

9. Do you think that teaching staff/ support staff are valued by the school? 

I do not think that staff are valued.  Morale amongst staff is low and little is done by 
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leadership to win this or support us.   

 

10. What effect do you think that the continued increase in assessment (especially through 

intense assessment weeks) has had on student and teacher well- being? 

I believe pupils, especially those in the latter stages of their secondary education are 

more stressed by their education, and are less invested in it, because of the intense 

academic and assessment focus.  Pupils certainly seem more stressed than I 

remember being at their age (which was only about a decade ago).  Assessment weeks 

also pile additional workload onto staff, who are expected to mark sometimes 

hundreds of papers whilst also continuing their regular workload.  Consequently, I 

would say that both pupil and staff wellbeing has declined.   

11. Has teaching been what you expected when you considered it as a career path? 

I expected to be challenged by the workload, and to have to work hard to develop 

myself, but the stress levels I have experienced have been beyond my expectations.  

The good days, when I truly see a pupil begin to understand a topic and to take 

delight in the subject, are becoming increasingly few and far between.  The level of 

unnecessary paper pushing activities and hoops to jump through is enormous and 

takes away from the time I have to plan and deliver engaging lessons.  The situation 

of the school has left my development behind where I wanted it to be at this stage of 

my career – I sometimes feel no better than an NQT.  I find myself regularly 

considering whether I have made the right career choice.   

12. Are there ways in which teacher training be improved to provide a more critical and 

realistic approach to the teaching role? 

The university part of the course, where critical essays are written on a number of 

topics, could be a useful tool to develop.  Perhaps directly critiquing a piece of 

government policy might be useful.  Or providing opportunities for sharing of good 

practice within and across subjects, workload reduction techniques and training all 

new teachers to be innovators.  Discussions should be held on wellbeing and work-life 

balance, and we should be encouraged to push back on the culture of living-to-work 

and the “for the kids” excuse.  However, I don’t feel the powers that be will want this 

to become commonplace.   
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Appendix 6 

Celtic cross and tiered seating in the newly designated chapel  
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Appendix 7 

Staff Reflection – 13th May 2016  

Given by the school chaplain. 

Earlier this week I dropped round cards for the year 6 classes at our feeder primary schools to 

let them know that, as a school, have been praying for them as they take their SATs. To many 

of us the exam culture that pervades much of the school system can seem, at times, 

misguided. Rather than a test simply being a snapshot of where a child is in their education, 

and the result used to inform future practices, the SATs have become something of a political 

tool used to pitch primaries against each other and against some imaginary benchmarks 

where everyone is expected to achieve above average scores. It is no wonder that we have 

some of the most stressed and unhappy children in Europe. 

So, for a little light relief I was kindly pointed towards some of the answers given by children 

in tests as a reminder of the creative and unique spark that we try to foster in all of our 

students: 

Name 6 animals that specifically live in the arctic: 2 polar bears and 4 seals. 

Explain how Romeo’s character develops throughout the play: It doesn’t it’s just self, self, 

self all the way through. 

Imagine you live at the same time as Abraham Lincoln, what would you tell him? Don’t go to 

see a play. Ever. 

Is 68 an odd or even number? How do you know your answer is correct: Because I’m smart 

(metacognition for you) 

Or my personal favourite, when asked to name a selection of quadrilaterals in a maths test 

one primary school student decided that Bob, Harry, Cate and Sam were clearly preferable to 

square, rhombus, trapezium, and rectangle. 

Not to mention the embarrassed mother who had to explain that the picture drawn by her 

daughter was in fact her selling the last remaining snow shovel in the hardware store where 

she worked, and not, as the teacher has concluded that mommy was a pole dancer. 

I mention this not just to highlight the need for carefully worded questions when dealing with 

over-literal children but also to remind us that the uniqueness of each child, and their ability 

to see the world differently to us should never be underestimated.  
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Jesus said: ‘let the children come to me’, not ‘let the children make three level of progress, 

then I’ll see them’. He also reminded his followers that rather than ‘growing up’ they must 

become like little children if they wish to enter the kingdom of heaven. To see the world 

through the eyes of a child, with a different, but no less important set of priorities is surely the 

gateway to understanding our true sense of purpose in life. 

As one of our primary heads said this week ‘why don’t they ever bother to measure if we’re 

making the children happier?’ Our primary mission in school is to equip our students for life, 

which we can only do if we prioritise what is truly important for a child to grow and develop, 

that is a safe, loving environment where their God-given talents and uniqueness can be 

nurtured and celebrated. 

I apologise for being unable to identify any conjoining, relative or subordinate clauses on this 

page. Sorry Nicky Morgan. 

Let us pray. 

We pray for every child in our care, that we may foster and value their uniqueness, nurture 

their happiness and help them to grow their talents. When we are faced with challenges give 

us courage to trust you and the vocation that you have set before us. 

We make this prayer through Christ our Lord. Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



229 

 

Appendix 8 

Work Scrutiny Document 

What is the function of WORK SCRUTINY? 

The function of a work scrutiny is: 

1. To assess the impact of teacher expectations on the quality of work undertaken by students 

in terms of the progress they are making to targets. 

2. To ensure that high standards of marking and feedback enable the students to improve their 

work and confidently move onto new areas of learning once mastery is achieved. 

3. To ensure students routinely respond to teacher feedback so that the best gains can be 

made in progress as a result of the advice they are being given. 

A work scrutiny is about the assessing the quality of the WORK done by students over time to see if 

they make good progress as a result of the teaching and learning. It is not only an assessment of the 

action of marking in itself. 

A work scrutiny views what is done through the eyes of a learner: Exercise books should be a rich 

source of information for students to track their own progress and for revision for assessments. 

A work scrutiny views what is done through the eyes of a teacher: Exercise books should provide 

information to the teacher on what a student can do and how they need to improve, so the teacher 

can adjust their teaching plans to enable mastery of knowledge, deepen understanding and develop 

skills. Work completed in exercise books is a source of diagnostic assessment alongside formal test 

papers and indeed will include the completion of examination style questions as set tasks. 

The function of a Senior Leader Work Scrutiny is to: 

- Ensure whole college standards and expectations have been set and are understood – 

Professional standards.  

- Evaluate the impact of teaching on learning and progress at whole college level – Self 

Evaluation 

- Provide a robust quality assured judgement at individual teacher level – Performance 

Appraisal. 

- Identify professional development and training needs at whole college level – Professional 

learning  

The function of a Subject Leader Work Scrutiny is to: 

- Set subject standards in relation to whole college standards – Professional standards 

- Provide a diagnostic evaluation of the impact of teaching on learning and progress at for the 

subject and at individual teacher level; in order to make appropriate interventions – Self 

Evaluation   

- Identify professional development needs and provide coaching to maximise the impact of 

teaching and assessment (marking and feedback) on learning and progress. – Professional 

learning. 

The function of a teacher’s self-reflection on standards of work and marking in exercise books is to 

- Ensure reflective practice and personal benchmarking against whole school and 

departmental expectations for the quality of students work and teacher feedback.  

- Enable self-diagnosis of areas for improvement. 
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- Contribute to peer and team evaluation and professional dialogue both within the team and 

college. 

The following developments make this protocol necessary: 

1. The emphasis being placed on the importance of feedback to accelerating student progress 

(Sutton Trust) 

2. The emphasis on being able to monitor progress over time in students written work/exercise 

books. (Ofsted) 

3. The emphasis being placed on school leaders as resident evaluators /inspectors, quality 

assuring standards and taking appropriate actions using evaluation data. 

4. Public examinations emphasising the retention, recall and handling of larger amounts of 

information together with an emphasis on literacy, vocabulary and extended writing in 

response to questions which are less structured; students work in exercise books is a 

preparation for these experiences. 

PRINCIPLES AND PROTOCOLS FOR THE CONDUCT OF WORK SCRUTINY 

SENIOR LEADERSHIP TEAM LEVEL 

1. An unannounced and randomised selection of books is chosen by (in order): 

- Year 

- Subject 

- Ability (2 high, 2 middle, 2 low) Minimum 6 books 

- Teacher (Increase the number of books up to the number of staff in the subject adding to the 

low/middle/high) 

2. SELECTION OF NAMES FROM SIMS LIST OF STUDENTS FOR GIVEN YEAR GROUP WITH H, M, L 

codes, PP indicator, Teacher codes. Line Manager high-lights books to be called for in the sample – if 

any books are not available in college, others are substituted until the sample is sufficient, ensuring 

students of the same criteria are chosen. 

3. Line Managers complete a School Work Scrutiny Form and give a grade (O/G/RI/I) using the 

information from the scrutiny alongside the standards descriptors produced by the subject leader. 

4. Whenever possible Line Managers will invite the subject leader to join them in the scrutiny (but 

will not unnecessarily delay the process due to time constraints – it is not necessary to do this every 

time).  

5. The Line Manager places the judgement in the context of whole school standards.  

6. Feedback is given to individual teachers by the line manager (or as a pair with the subject leader if 

time allows – but there should be no delays and the line manager must work alone if this is not easy 

to arrange) 

6. [The Executive Head teacher / Head of School will occasionally sample the work scrutiny forms 

completed by the senior leader and cross reference with the books which have been looked at to 

ensure consistent and robust judgment across members of the leadership team]  

7. The Line Manager completed Work Scrutiny Form will be used for the staff Performance Appraisal 

record. [scanned in and uploaded into the same file as Lesson Observation records]. 
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8. A simple excel data base will record the individual grades by teacher calculate a work scrutiny 

score for the whole school, for the subject and be capable of breaking down analysis by key stage for 

the whole school and each subject.  

9. After the individual work scrutinies the line manager will write a summary of the subject marking 

to be fedback to the head of department showing strengths and areas of development for the 

department. This will be stored electronically in the School Self Evaluation files. 

10. Frequency of random unannounced work scrutiny:  Line managers will quickly ensure a work 

scrutiny is completed for all their subjects as a base line and thereafter complete ONE random 

subject work scrutiny per academic term, ensuring coverage of all the subjects they line manage 

over the academic year. 

 

SUBJECT LEADER LEVEL 

1. The Subject Leader establishes a schedule of announced and unannounced work scrutiny. 

2. ANNOUNCED work scrutinies utilise teacher self-reflection and review and show case best 

practice between teachers. These are developmental for teachers and the department. (Use of CPD 

time to learn from each other, refine practice and develop a portfolio of examples.) These are shown 

on the subject self-evaluation schedules and made known to team members. 

3. UNANNOUNCED work scrutinies are conducted by the Subject Leader and other team members 

as directed by the subject leader. (These will be diarised/calendared by the subject leader and not 

shown on the subject self-evaluation schedules.) 

4. Unannounced work scrutiny grades should be used develop a clear departmental data base of 

teacher grades and a departmental work scrutiny score to be shared and compared with the SLT 

scrutinies. It should be possible to sort by teacher and key stage to identify where whole team work 

should be directed if necessary. 

5. Subject leaders should have a clearly chosen routine and protocol for unannounced and 

randomised scrutinies which systematically includes all teachers over time. (They may wish to 

emulate the senior leader process). 

6. Unannounced work scrutinies would to be done at least once every two weeks to ensure a 

universally and typically high standard of marking and feedback to students.  

7. Subject leaders prepare grade descriptors for O/G/RI/I to set subject specific standards for their 

teams to be used alongside the school wide proforma to ensure subject specific expectations are 

combined with whole school expectations.  

 

TEACHER LEVEL 

1. Ensure familiarity with school policy and subject criteria for the judgements made in work 

scrutiny. 

2. Self-Review – judge self against the criteria and share with subject leader for announced work 

scrutinies. 

3. Agree strengths and areas for development with subject leader.  
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4. Share in dialogue with colleagues and contribute to a subject portfolio which exemplifies and 

benchmarks standards.  

 

25 January 2016 

Executive Head teacher 
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Appendix 9 

Extract from Ofsted report 2019 
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Appendix 10 

 

INTERVIEW WITH JULIA - SUPPORT ROLES  

 

1.What was your role before the special measures executive leadership team arrived at the 

school?   

Learning Mentor   

 

2. What did this role include in providing support to pupils?   

Supporting students socially, emotionally, academically and behaviourally. There was always 

a strong focus on the emotional aspects of learning and a counselling approach was applied 

to support students who were not emotionally ready to learn. To offer such support, the LM 

team offered 1-1 session, as well as group sessions; for example, anti-bullying groups, Young 

Ladies Groups and Boys Groups. We liaised with specialised services to develop plans, to 

support students to overcome barriers to learning. We were student advocates and teacher 

support, almost intermediaries.   

 

3. How did you feel about your role at that time?   

I loved it. I could see the benefit of having LMs and the improvements we were making to 

support the students in the school.  I think we addressed some social issues which were, and 

still are, present in the school.   

 

4. What happened to your role in the restructuring process of support roles brought in by the 

executive leadership team?  

It became more academically focussed. I was classroom based and my interventions became 

predominantly focussed on academic progress...less holistic.   

 

5. How did the changes make you feel?  

Devalued and frustrated. I felt that the new Head didn’t understand the importance of what 

we delivered or what had been created, in the Inclusion Dept. I felt that by removing the 

social and emotional support, a lot of our students would not be ready to learn, and there 

would be more teacher/student conflict. I felt sad for the students that were already in a 

mentoring relationship, and worried how they would cope, knowing the reasons that they 

were being mentored! I felt that I could not appeal this decision, which was frightening. It 

was all so uncertain...how will the kids cope?  

 

6. How did the changes affect the pupils you had supported?  

I think behaviour changed and relationships became strained between teaching staff and 

students. I know there were other contributing factors at the time, but having had 

conversations since, I know the impact...one student in particular called me his “life boat” 

and said it was not for me he would not have come into school. This pupil was later excluded 

and refused to sit some of his exams. Something I feel may have been prevented if the 

pastoral support had remained and I had been able to continue to mentor him. 

  

7. What was the focus of your new role (eg. Results or child centred?)  

As alluded to above, any support became results driven. We were placed into departments 

and were tasked to work with “underachievers” , in Science English and maths.   

 

8. What do you feel were the longer-term effects on pupils after mentoring support etc was 

removed?  
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Behaviour in the school declined...results did not improve. The young people seemed to be 

less happy. The pastoral “feel” and nurturing nature of the school was eroded and is now 

almost non-existent. The language is “achievement” not person centred.   

 

9. Do you think that the changes to your role and that of your team had any positive effects 

for pupils?  

Some. Students have said the academic support I gave them helped them to achieve ...how 

can you measure this though when it could be teaching from a qualified subject specialist? 

Maybe I just gave them a bit of confidence in their own ability!  

 

10. How far do you feel that the socio-economic context of the school was taken into account 

by the executive leadership team when your role was changed?  

Not all. I don’t think the new head cared about our story. He needed to get out of his office 

and take a walk around his surroundings, to be frank. Too many middle-class values and 

ideals were applied to the students.  Maslow anyone? Our students come from deprived 

backgrounds and need some nurture before they are ready to learn.   

 

11. What effect did the changes have on morale in support team?  

I think most of us were just glad to have a job ,as we felt threatened. Many left.   

 

12. Did this improve when the new permanent head teacher was employed in 2015?  

Nothing has improved...including results.  
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Appendix 11 

TWILIGHT INTERVIEW  1 – TRANSCRIPT ARIEL 

DH: Thank you for writing this. On the information you’ve written down you say you really 

identify with Rosalie? 

  

1. A: Yeah, I think she’s probably one of the most complicated characters out there but 

most people don’t really see what I see. In the third book and film, Eclipse, she really 

goes into detail about her past and how she was once …well a happier person. You 

know, like she had the love of her life, she really could be who she wanted to be but of 

course it didn’t all turn out that way for her. In a way you know, I kind of feel the 

same but in the opposite context as she’s now like the vampire and like a monster in a 

way. But in a way I’m now kind of one, you know ermm like probably about five 

months ago I was formally diagnosed with gender identification disorder and you 

know, it’s pretty much been a big change in my life as that was for her [Rosalie] and 

now you know, she was once free and she could be who she wanted to be but now I’m 

free and I can really be who I want to be. And, you know, it’s just I’m sure that she 

misses what she wanted to be and like it’s now I’m able to live her old life. Because, 

like she was who she was and now I could …I can be who I want to be. 

  

DH: So, you feel you’ve gone in the opposite direction to her? 

  

2. A: Yeah, and you know like with me, it’s taken a long time to really open up and say 

who she really is. Like on, well where she tells her story on the balcony to Bella 

because she feels comfortable, and in a way, as a warning to her. But you know, I’m 

still trying to find the time when I can fully tell everyone that I have this going on and 

I can really open up with my story. So, it’s nice to know that there is someone else 

who is like this. And you know, I am pretty much becoming Rosalie but in the opposite 

direction, so yeah, I am her [laughs] 

  

DH: So, before you got your diagnosis would you say that you would have identified with 

Rosalie as the vampire? 

  

3. A: Probably, I think…I think I was, well right from the beginning I was able to 

connect with Rosalie even though she didn’t show herself much, she was reserved 
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about it. You know I was, I was always reserved about myself you know, I always used 

to be alone and keep myself to myself but she, over the course of the storyline, comes 

out of her shell a bit and so have I. 

  

DH: So, before you had your diagnosis would you say that you were …you said that you felt 

that you were a monster? 

  

4. A: In a way, because like you know how people describe monsters as something that 

nobody wants to be or that nobody likes and always…they’re always seen as the bad 

people. In a way, that’s kind of how I feel about myself – it’s like, I don’t want to be 

this. You know, I’m sure there are many people who like me, or I hope there are 

anyway…but I don’t like me, so I kind of feel that in this situation I’m the monster that 

I don’t like. But soon I can become the person who I do like. 

  

DH: And you think that that will … do you feel that since you’ve had your diagnosis that 

you’re getting closer to that? 

  

5. A: Yeah, every step basically between now and then that I’ve taken towards it, I’m 

definitely a different person. People have seen that, I’m happier and you know, I can 

be more myself and of course, like Rosalie would have to, there are still times when I 

have to hide it but…. I can’t hide forever. She didn’t, it just takes that one time when 

you feel completely comfortable that you just need to let it all out. 

 

 DH: So, do you think Rosalie’s kind of given you strength in that? Would you go as far as 

saying that? 

  

6. A: Yeah, I would, you know she was probably my favourite character in the book even 

though she wasn’t really mentioned that much. But I always knew that I liked her from 

the beginning, and she was able to overcome her hurdle, she was able to say what she 

felt and who she was and I think that knowing she was able to do that, that I could. 
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DH: So, you’re on this journey now – do you think that’s there any overlap with Bella’s 

journey as well, because obviously she transforms herself and she chooses to do that, so do 

you see any overlap between your situation and Bella’s? 

  

7. A: Yeah…there is quite a lot of overlap and I try to focus more on the hidden bits, like 

Rosalie’s bit but Bella …the overlap with Bella’s probably one of the more obvious 

points that you can see as she’s all this while wanted to be a vampire, and then she 

just transforms, she makes all the steps towards it and then she can finally be what 

she wants to be. And that’s what I’m waiting for and I’m probably in the New Moon 

stage of what’s happening and soon I’ll get to Breaking Dawn [laughs]. 

  

DH: And you’re looking forward to that? 

  

8. A: Oh yes! 

  

 DH: Is there anything else from the books that you can tell me that relates to perhaps before 

your diagnosis, the way that you felt of being in the ‘wrong skin’ if you like? 

  

9. A: Errm, in the bit in New Moon, which is actually one of my favourite books in the 

story, the bit where Edward just disappears, it’s like you know who I wanted to be just 

disappeared. And as when Bella went to look for him, I had to go and look for what I 

really wanted.  It’s like a false sense in a way, because he just disappeared without 

any warning and for me it was like constant confusion and like this state of mind as in 

“what am I actually looking for?” And she [Bella] of course had her mind set on 

looking for Edward even though she was a bit distracted at times, which of course I 

was [laughs], you know life gets on top of you! But I had to really look for who I was 

and she had to look for Edward. 

  

DH: I know, because I know you quite well, that that was really difficult at times and 

sometimes made you quite sad. What was the turning point when you suddenly realised that 

actually there’s something I can do about this, I can take control of this, it’s not something 

that’s just happening to me? 
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10. A: Errm, most people say that you know, it takes a while to find out who you really 

are but I kind of just woke up one morning and was like “this is who I actually am”. It 

took a really long while to kind of figure it out, probably longer than reading all the 

books together but I just woke up one day and I had figured it out, like she [Bella] 

with Alice and me with the help of people I had around me figured it all out. 

  

DH: So how long ago was that, when you finally thought ‘this is what it is’, this is why I feel 

confused? 

11. A: Errm, it was probably around January last year. 

 

 DH: And then you’ve had to wait until now to get on the journey. So, how’s that been, 

waiting to get your appointments and your assessment? 

  

12. A: It’s like waiting for a train that you’ve just missed, it seems like forever but once 

you actually get on that train to go where you’re going, it just flies by. 

  

DH: So how would you say your feelings have changed between say two years ago and now? 

  

13. A:  I’m certainly a happier person, I’m more free in myself like I’m not afraid to do 

stuff like I was before. Like now that all my family knows I’m fine, I walk around the 

house in girly pyjamas and sit around and you know just be myself. You know before I 

had to kind of reserve myself. You know, when you’re out with your family and you 

think “Oh, he’s quite nice” – I can now actually say that but before I couldn’t, I’d 

have to just think it in my head. 

  

DH: So, you’re thinking of staying on at school next year, here? 

 

14. A: Yes 

 

 DH: So obviously during that time you will be on this journey towards becoming outwardly 

female. How do you see yourself dealing with that in school? 
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15. A: Err, I’m hoping for when I come back it will have…my first treatment won’t have 

started by then but I will be female. I will come back as my female self and yeah, I 

know that like with anything you do there are going to be people who disagree with it 

and will outcast you for that but pretty much like Rosalie’s done with her life- she’s 

pretty much become an outcast of her former self, but she’s learnt how to deal with it 

now and I have to learn that. But I guess I’ve already learnt that I’m not out there to 

impress anyone, I’m just trying to be myself and all I need are those who are behind 

me and everyone else is just a battle that I have to get through. The final of Breaking 

Dawn ![laughs] 

  

DH: So, do you feel that coming back here into 6th Form is a supportive environment for 

you? 

  

16. A: Yes, erm definitely 6th Form here was always my first option because I know the 

environment and I know quite a lot of the people who are coming who are going to 

support me and it’s just probably the easiest and the safest place to be whilst this is 

going on until I get ready and venture out there by myself. I think everyone needs, 

when they first start to make a drastic change, that safety net around them until 

they’ve taken time for everyone to adjust to it and then…… and they’ve fully adjusted 

to it, and then they’re able to go out and do it by themselves. 

  

DH: You’re brilliant, really mature. So, are you changing your name or keeping the name 

you have? 

  

17. A: No, I’m changing it. I had a few really strange ideas – I went through one phase 

where I was going to be Midnight or Arial, one of my favourites actually! I even 

thought about Rosalie once because of how well we could connect. I was like “I am 

Rosalie. Rosalie, that sounds nice” But, I thought that you know, with that, it’s an 

unusual name but I know there’d be the few people who would be like “You still read 

Twilight?” and like the phase has gone off it and there’s always the few people who’ll 

be “No!” so I’ve decided on *******. That’s my chosen name. 

  

DH: It’s a very nice name. Are you going to be using that name in college as soon as you 

come back? 
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18. A: Yeah 

  

DH: So is it quite exciting choosing a new name for yourself? 

  

19. A: Yeah, it’s in a way like choosing a name for a child that you’re expecting, you’ve 

got so many different names going through your head, but you’ve just got to find the 

one that suits you the most. The like millions of ideas that I had were names that you 

know no-one had, so you know it would stand out and you’d know who I was, 

although you’d know who I was anyway as I’m sure there are not many people that 

you know who are transgender! But then I thought that they didn’t really suit me as a 

person and then one of my … well ‘used to be’ friends was called ******* and I was 

talking to her one night and thought actually that’s a really nice name and it just…I 

woke up the next morning thinking ….and I went downstairs and said “It’s *******, 

I’ve chosen it!” [laughs] 

  

DH: So, you told your mum? 

  

20. A: Yeah! And even around the house you know, people call me *******. 

  

DH: So, you’re already using the name at home? 

  

21. A: Yeah, I’m pretty much in a very supporting family, my auntie calls me her niece 

and I walk in the door and my Dad will be like “Hey *******” and I’ll be like “Hey” 

and my mum will be like “Hey girl” and I’ll be like “Hi” [laughs] 

  

DH: Aww, you couldn’t ask for better than that could you? What was interesting in what you 

were saying then was that at first you were thinking of a name almost as if you were another 

person but then suddenly you realised “hang on, this is me” This name has got to suit me. 

Why do you think at first it was almost for like another person or a child you were going to 

have? 
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22. A: I think in a way I thought I was going to become a different person but then I 

realised that I may look different, I may be in a different body but I’m still going to be 

the same person. I’m still going to have the same personality and hopefully the friends 

I had before, so it needs to suit me and not a completely different person because 

that’s not who I want to be. I’d hate to go all the way through this and become 

something that I’m actually not, personality and mentalwise of course. 

  

DH: Is it almost that you don’t want it to become an act? Because this is you and I suppose in 

some ways the person you were before was an act, as a male? Is that how it felt, that you 

were having to learn what it was to be male, is that where the conflict was coming from? 

  

23. A: Yeah, I knew that within society that I had to act a way that I’m not because you 

know what society is like these days. They make it out that it’s so easy, especially in 

the books, you know that it’s an easy place to live. You know, all close knit and 

everyone likes each other. Though of course you’ve got the Cullens who are a bit 

different- in a way, shady characters! But you know, it’s really not, there are always 

going to be people who will single you out and be the judgemental ones and it’s like I 

had to find a way to act in like a film or a book, I had to act a certain way and soon I 

won’t have to. 

  

DH: I suppose like Rosalie again, she had to learn to act like a human, well all of them. They 

were human but they were having to act as human because they are now not quite human and 

it is that conflict isn’t it? Hat’s off to you for the way that you’ve handled it all, I know you’ve 

had your low moments but I feel nothing but admiration for the way that you’ve handled it 

 That’s brilliant, would it be alright to come back to you again? Unless there’s anything else 

you want to talk about now? 

  

24. A: I don’t think I have the time now but yes you can definitely come back to me! 
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Appendix 12  

 

TWILIGHT INTERVIEW  2 – TRANSCRIPT ARIEL 

 

DH: 

How are things, have you let school know yet about wanting to come back as Ariel [in 6th 

Form] 

 

A: 

1. Errm, my psychiatrist has little free time, but he’s arranged an appointment for 

probably around the 9th of May I think he said but I’ll have to check that when I go 

back on the 30th. 

 

DH: 

So as soon as you’ve spoken to him again then are your parents going to come into school? 

 

A: 

2. Yeah, it’ll probably be my parents, me, him [psychiatrist ]and most likely it’ll be 

[name of head of the school] 

 

DH: 

Right, how do you feel about that? 

 

A: 

3. I just want it over with really. 

 

DH: 

Yeah, so is that exciting or are you a bit nervous about it? 

A: 

4. I wouldn’t say I’m really that nervous about it. I’m just quite excited to get it done the 

right way, get it all over with and come back and it’ll just be normal but yeah. It will 

be different, but it’ll be good. 

 

DH: 

So do you foresee any issues if it all goes as planned and you come back as Ariel? What do 

you think you’ll face –positive and negative when you come back? 

 

A: 

5. I know definitely there’ll be issues with people because I mean I’ve got a few of them 

now, people like not agreeing with it and saying it’s wrong. 

 

DH: 

When you say you’ve got issues now, is that because people know that you want to change 

gender or is it because they don’t get you as a person or what? 

 

A: 

6. No, the weekend before my birthday me and [names of friends] were all going out for 

lunch in Liverpool and they all decided they would dress up nice, so I decided I would 
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and at the train station waiting were all the seriously homophobic people in my year, 

just waiting at the train station and I got a few problems with them but I try not to 

look at it because who are they to say that what I’m doing is wrong? 

 

DH: 

So, what happened, were they shouting or did they not say anything at the time? 

 

A: 

7. They didn’t say anything at the time, and they haven’t actually said anything to me, to 

my face, it’s just been behind my back and everything. I’m obviously getting told 

what’s going on but I just think who gives you the right to say that I’m wrong, 

because you probably are [wrong], you just can’t open your eyes to what’s in front of 

you and that’s bad enough but you can’t actually even say it to me? Which is quite 

annoying because I’d rather have stuff said to me, so that I can address it myself 

instead of having to hear it from other people. 

 

DH: 

The other people – is that your friendship group? 

 

A: 

8. Yeah  

 

DH: 

And how have they reacted? 

 

A: 

9. A few arguments, lots of shouting and that, that’s pretty much what’s gone on really. 

 

DH: 

And when you were in Liverpool, how was that? 

 

A: 

10. It was really nice actually. You know a couple of people were looking at me and I was 

like ‘hi’ and then on the train – you know how the train doors are? We were stood on 

the left because there were no seats and there was this couple stood on the right and 

the guy in the couple was just glaring at me and I thought it was a bit weird, I 

couldn’t work out if that was like a nice or a ‘NO!’ stare [laughs]. Though I did get a 

nice stare from the guy in the sweet shop, which made me feel really good. Then we 

were walking into HMV because I wanted to buy a box set and this woman came up 

with leaflets and said: ‘Would you be attending our Ladies Day?’ which just made me 

feel really good. 

 

DH: 

Good! So where was the Ladies Day? 

 

A: 

11. I assume it was in Liverpool 1 but it’s on tonight and I have other plans so 

unfortunately, I won’t be going. 
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DH: 

So does that …I know that there is importance in the transgender community of ‘passing’ as 

either male or female …was that your first moment of feeling that? 

 

 

A: 

12. Yeah, it felt really,really good, I was so happy! 

 

DH: 

Brilliant, that’s so good. You told me that you have been going to the teen gay club in **** 

for the last year or so? 

 

A: 

13. Yeah 

 

DH: 

Do you consider yourself - I’m assuming when you first started going there that you perhaps 

considered yourself to be a gay boy? 

 

A: 

14. Yeah, that’s because I hadn’t actually realised what was happening and then as soon 

as I did it was, well, what actually am I? It’s really weird to look at because most 

people right now would say ‘you’re gay’ but really it’s like I’m straight – it’s very 

hard to get your head around really. 

 

DH: 

So now would you consider yourself to be a straight woman? 

 

A: 

15. Yeah, I guess. I don’t really ….. I know it sounds weird, but I don’t really think about 

it, I just get on with it and whatever happens, happens really. 

 

DH: 

So, what is your view on gender now then? 

 

A: 

16. I was doing revision stuff that we do and I was doing Health & Social Care ones and 

on one of them it said ‘gender defines the way that society sees us’ and I don’t really 

think that’s right because we shouldn’t be defined by how we should act or just be 

something because we’ve got a gender attached to us. You can be whatever you want. 

You could probably go out and be perceived as one of the campest guys there are or a 

‘mannish’ female, I just don’t think you should be tied to a gender because it’s 

just….in a way it’s probably discriminatory. 

 

DH: 

Yes, some sociologists would say that gender is just a social construct, you’re born with 

sexual characteristics but what is gender – is it something we just made up? 

 

A: 

17. Yeah ………. 
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DH: 

So, if you were in charge of the world [laughs] what would you do about the way that people 

react to ‘gender’? 

 

 

A: 

18. I ermm…. I probably wouldn’t get rid of the term because in a way you either are one 

gender or the other but I would say that you can, in a way, switch over so you can – 

when there’s forms to fill out that say male or female, there should be another box. Or 

even not just one, more! You could say what you are. 

 

DH: 

On things like passport forms now they are starting to put another box saying ‘other’, do you 

think that’s a step forward at least? 

 

A:  

19. Yeah, definitely 

 

DH: 

Some people would say why do we need to have gender? 

 

A: 

20. Exactly! 

 

DH: 

It’s about challenging people’s ideas isn’t it? 

 

A: 

21. Yeah 

 

DH: 

Do you feel that you will find it hard to challenge those things or is it quite an interesting 

journey? 

 

A: 

22. I think the first few steps will be hard because there are bound to be people who have 

known me for quite a while who will use ‘him’, ‘he’, male pronouns and for anyone 

it’s going to be really hard to get over that first step but once that’s done and of 

course I start being recognised as called by the new name, then it’ll just be easy. 

 

DH: 

How will you feel if once you are Ariel, people do slip up and say ‘he’ and male pronouns? 

 

A: 

23. At first it wouldn’t bother me because it’s understandable, of course it’s not just me 

going through it but so is everyone else around me and they’re going to have to adapt 

to it, so it will take a while. But as long as people try to get it right, I guess it’ll be 

alright because there’s bound to be those people who just do it and think ‘No’ 
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DH: 

So if it’s just accidental, people just do it without thinking and maybe call you by your male 

name just because that’s how they know you? But if it’s deliberate that would upset you 

more? 

 

A: 

24. Yeah 

 

DH: 

So where do you feel that you fit in now? I’ve been thinking that it must be hard for you 

knowing that you are starting to make those steps but you are still having to come here as 

male and you are still mostly living in this town as male, so do you feel a bit in limbo at the 

moment? 

 

A: 

25. A little bit, it’s weird because of having to do something different, then when you try 

to do something it’s like …it’s weird, like last night I went out to get some new 

clothes, a bit of a cheer up and it worked! I was in New Look and I’d picked some 

clothes and I was going into the changing room and the woman came over and was 

like ‘You can’t be in here’ and I was like ’The clothes are for me’ and it was just 

really weird because you’re trying to do something that you think is normal but 

everyone else is like it’s not and they can’t, at first glance, see what’s going on 

underneath. 

 

DH: 

So, did they let you try the clothes on in the end? 

 

A: 

26. In the end, after mum stepped in with ‘Are you really going to discriminate now?’ and 

I was like, oh no mum can we just leave haha! Which is a normal shopping experience 

but …………. [laughs] 

 

DH: 

So how did the girl in the shop react once she realised she was being discriminatory? 

 

A: 

27. She just kind of went ‘Ermmm, well okay’ and just let me go in. 

 

DH: 

So it’s obviously challenged her ideas, it’s made her stop and think. Do you think her 

automatic reaction was ‘Male not allowed in there – female changing room’? 

 

A: 

28. Yeah, it would’ve – I can’t exactly say for sure – but I’m probably guessing by the 

way that it was that it was probably the first time that she’d had to deal with 

something like that and I’m sure it is for most people. It’s really one of those things 

that there are so many of it going on but you never actually hear anything about it, 

it’s like something you’re not allowed to say or hear. It’s like it’s unheard of yet there 

are so many people ….. 
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DH: 

People that you know? 

 

 

A: 

29. Just in general that go through it but it’s just still - of course it’s going to be a big 

shock for people, considering it’s quite a big deal. 

 

DH: 

Is it a big deal for you? 

 

A: 

30. I wouldn’t have said so because it’s just normal life, so to me it’s not that big a deal 

and you know when people get really excited that I’ve got a new psychiatrist 

appointment or I’m doing this and that, I’m like I’m not excited, I’m just doing it 

really! [laughs] 

 

DH: 

So do you feel that you were living more in ‘nowhere’ maybe a year or two ago? Or maybe 

when you were younger? Because you’ve said now that this doesn’t feel like ‘no man’s land’, 

you feel that you’re almost getting to where you should be, so was there a time when you felt 

you didn’t belong anywhere? 

 

A: 

31. It was probably when I first tried to understand what was actually going on. For quite 

a while I was quite confused about what was going on, so it was probably around 

then when I realised that well…where do I belong and who actually is me?  

 

DH: 

I suppose you could think that all teenagers feel a bit like that, at that age but for you that was 

magnified I assume? 

 

A: 

32. Yeah 

 

DH: 

Last time I saw you, you said that you had felt like a monster at one point because you just 

couldn’t get to grips with what was going on. Just going back to Twilight, I assume you don’t 

watch that as a horror film? 

 

A: 

33. No, no 

 

DH: 

What do you watch it as? 

 

A: 

34. I kind of watched the first one as a bit of a hmm ‘a new vampire thing’s out’ but then 

as it grew it moved away. There’ll always be that element in it but I saw it more as 

kind of like a tragic love story because as great as it all turns out and you know a 
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happy ending, it is really like horrifying in a way in what they are all actually going 

through if you look more deeply into what happens. 

 

 

DH: 

If you were going to watch a straight up horror movie then, what would you say is horror to 

you? If Twilight is more horrifying when you look a bit deeper and you see what the 

characters are going through, if you were to go and watch something just because you wanted 

to be frightened or horrified by something on a much more basic level, what kind of horror 

films would that be? 

 

A: 

35. I find quite a lot of the horror films amusing because most of them try to be scary but 

they’re not, it’s ‘you’re just trying too hard now!’ One of the things that I really don’t 

like are all those scenes in the dark where it’s really quiet and something just jumps 

out, that’s probably the one thing that I don’t like. I don’t like point of view films, 

personally because I’m there – it’s weird saying that because actually one of my 

favourite horror films is a point of view film, ‘REC’, the Spanish one. I love that and 

the only bit that really frightened me in that is the bit in the attic where they put the 

camera up and you just turn around and the thing jumps out and it’s dark, I don’t like 

jumpy bits. That’s probably the only point of view film I like probably because the 

storyline was so bizarre and it just interested me. 

 

DH: 

So what would you call a monstrous character, the one where you thought that is just - the 

thing with the vampires in Twilight is that they have a lot of redeeming features in that like 

you said, they are trying not to live as killers. So, is there any character or type of character in 

horror movies that you think there is nothing about them that could ever be seen as worth 

saving? 

 

A: 

36. Yeah, I tend to think that those characters in films that you see – and this is going to 

sound really horrible – those that have all those psychological problems that make 

them want to kill. Like those films that you see where these people go around 

chopping people up and collecting their body parts or stuff like that. There is nothing 

nice about that, as good as the person could be, that is just not right and it’s probably 

one of the most horrible things that you could ever imagine and that is what I would 

see as probably a true monster. I try not to watch those kind of things because it 

freaks me out. 

 

DH: 

Why does that freak you out more than the ‘jumpy’ movies? 

 

A: 

37. It’s probably the whole – don’t get me wrong, the film could be absolutely great – but 

it’s the whole concept of it all. First of all, what would possess you to write a film like 

that because you must have something really messed up with you to wake up and think 

‘I know, I’m going to write a film and have someone kill someone and store their body 

parts’? [laughs]. But also, it freaks me out how someone would want to do that 

because it may be a film but it isn’t as if it couldn’t also be reality because there are 
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bound to be people who are just that messed up in the head and think it’s a-okay to go 

and do it. 

 

 

DH: 

So, do you think it’s saying something about a kind of humanity or a lack of humanity that 

makes them something beyond human – what is it that they are not doing that humans need to 

do to make us feel that there is some redemption there for them? 

 

 

 

A: 

38. It would all have to be based on how they think because we all have different 

psychological issues so we can never say that there can be someone who is absolutely 

perfect in the mind but there’s a certain point that you can get to and obviously 

people like that are really damaged or something like that and I think it’s just that it’s 

just weird. 

 

DH: 

So let’s look at the vampires in Twilight. Obviously they’ve all been killers, they are all 100’s 

of years old possibly and going out with someone who is 17 and there’s a lot in there that you 

could think is fairly monstrous but it’s about the fact that they’ve kept that humanity at some 

level, to the point where they’re able to control what they do. Is it the lack of control do you 

think in those ‘body parts’ movies? 

 

A: 

39. Yeah, with the vampire on the Twilight side of things, well once from what they were 

then from that they’ve been completely new and they’ve been almost able to change 

themselves to become almost human as they understand it all. And you know like you 

say they are all probably a 100 years old after someone who is 17 or 18 years old – 

it’s a massive age gap, I know! But sometimes it is appropriate, the age doesn’t 

matter as long as you truly love someone. You can tell that they are truly in love, 

whereas those people who just go around chopping up arms and legs then think ‘ooh, 

I’ll put this in my wardrobe’ they are like … I would say they don’t see anything 

wrong with it so there is absolutely no way that they can come back from it and enter 

back into humanity because they will always, how many time you tell them, still think 

that what they are in is right and what we are in is wrong. 

 

DH: 

So, it’s about that insight into your own behaviour? 

 

A: 

40. Yeah, definitely. 
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Appendix 13 

 

TWILIGHT INTERVIEW - TRANSCRIPT ELLIE 

 

DH. 

Can you tell me a bit about why that is one of your favourite bits in all the Twilight films? 

 

1. E. It’s my favourite bit because it’s the bit where Bella really shows her obsession 

with Edward, like since the beginning she’s gone through so much effort to try and 

find out what he is and yet it doesn’t really deter her from him at all. 

 

D. 

So, what is it about him that makes her realise he’s not like ordinary humans? 

 

1. E.  Well, I think she feels just by looking at him, he’s really pale and then all the other 

hints that she gets from being closer to him that he’s not like everyone else, makes her 

realise that he is something that can actually be named and I think that’s when the 

fascination begins. 

 

D. 

So, do you think that’s important – for her to be able to name what he is? 

 

2. E.Yeah, otherwise I think she’d … I dunno, maybe she’d lose interest in him if he was 

just normal. Or she’d be too scared to get closer to him if she didn’t know what he 

was. 

 

D. 

Why would she lose interest if he was “normal”? 

 

3. E. I think she’s just … I don’t know, from her character I just think that she’s a bit 

fickle and eventually she would get bored of him because she sort of just seems to be 

that kind of person. She got bored of Florida ...oh it’s not Florida is it, it’s Arizona 

where she comes from? So, she moves in with Charlie, even though she says it’s 

because her mum … I don’t know, I just get the feeling that she’s a really fickle 

character and so I think she’s get bored of Edward if he was just a human. 

 

D. 

Do you think perhaps human girls, or boys, are like that anyway in relationships? 

 

4. E. Yeah definitely, it’s not like a bad thing or a bad character trait, I think everyone is 

like that, but I just think that you can really see it in Bella’s character when you’re 

reading the books and watching the films. 

 

D. 

So, it’s his differentness that keeps her? 

 

 

5. E. Yeah, it keeps her involved. 
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D.  

You said before that she could have found out something about him that made her really 

scared of him – being a vampire is not exactly unscary! 

 

6. E. But she knows that he won’t hurt her because she knows that he’s a vegetarian and 

I think that by this point she’s already too curious to stay away from him. 

 

D. 

So, curiosity – do you think it is curiosity in the end that gets her? 

 

7. E. Yeah, I think so because she just wants to know as much as possible about him as 

soon as possible, so it’s like she’s so involved with him so she can find stuff out and 

then a little bit later in the books, like in Eclipse, Edward says ‘Oh I just thought you 

were only with me so I could turn you into a vampire’ and I think part of her is. 

 

D. 

So, she didn’t set out to date a vampire and she didn’t set out thinking I’m going to meet 

someone who is going to make me into something else? So if she’s met some other 

supernatural being and not a vampire do you think the fascination would have been the same? 

 

8. E. No, because Jacob’s a werewolf and she’s not nearly as fascinated by him as she is 

with Edward. I think it’s in New Moon where she says that she’s always thought that 

she was something different and not human, so I think she can relate with vampires 

and the ‘mind’ thing so that’s why she’s so drawn to Edward. 

 

D. 

Do you watch other films or read other books about vampires? 

 

9. E. I’ve read Vampire Diaries, but it wasn’t something really that I liked. 

 

D. 

What was the difference? 

 

10. E. I don’t know, it was written differently like Twilight is this embarrassingly soppy 

story, you just read it when you want a bit of cheesy love! In Vampire Diaries it’s a 

bit more like a real kind of story and sometimes you just don’t want that kind of 

seriousness when you’re reading a book and obviously vampires are not serious 

because they’re not real so I don’t see why it should be made serious but then books 

like Dracula … I absolutely love Dracula, that’s not aimed at teenagers so … 

 

 

 

D. 

So, what do you think the fascination is then with the vampire? What is it about them that 

makes them attractive? 

 

11. E. Generally? Well, they’re really, really attractive. They’re attractive people, the 

way they look. They’re also like a symbol of intelligence and everything that’s like… 

they’re basically the Alpha human aren’t they, because they’re really fast and really 

strong and pretty and all that kind of thing and really talented? But it’s that they’re 



253 

 

also elegant. A werewolf isn’t elegant at all, a vampire is, there’s something really 

classy about them. 

 

D. 

So, they’re classy even though they drink people’s blood? 

 

12. E. Yeah! 

 

D. 

How important do you think it is to the popularity of Twilight that they can control the blood 

drinking? 

 

13. E. If they were just…. see like in some vampire films they are literally just creatures 

that set out to drink blood and they don’t have any humanity about them at all. I think 

the fact that he [Edward] can also be a human boy that people can relate to but not in 

the fact that he is just a vampire but in the fact that he is partly still human, and that 

Bella can fall in love with that, I think that’s what’s really important otherwise it 

would just be an ordinary storyline. 

 

D. 

You go to a faith school - can you see any parallels in this story with the stories you read 

within Christianity? 

 

14. E. Well, I’m not a Christian so I don’t … I’m an atheist but I think that in the past, 

werewolves and vampires were used to explain things that were maybe where religion 

could’ve been the problem.  Like in the book of Twilight it says there was a load of 

Christians hunting down Carlisle and he like crawls away, so I think … I don’t think 

vampires are real. So, Christianity used say like a vampire for example to explain 

maybe high mortality rates in infants or stuff like that. So, I think they can be linked 

but I don’t think vampires have to be like religions. 

 

D. 

So, they may be a metaphor do you think? 

 

15. E. Yeah 

 

D. 

So, vampires are Alpha males…. no, Alpha humans sorry, but they have  also got this ‘super’ 

bit as well. If you had a choice, would you want to be an Alpha human? 

 

16. E. Yeah, definitely!   

 

 

 

17. (8mins 27 - Transcript is from labelled Interview 4) 
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Appendix 14 

 

REFLECTIVE ACCOUNT - AVA 

 

It was difficult to work in SAINT SCHOOL whilst it was in special measures. There were 

several new initiatives that were started overnight and ended just as fast. We tried our 

hardest, staff were reeling from the outcome, we pulled together, and everyone did their best. 

We worked day and night preparing and redoing aspects of the planning and data 

regurgitation. At times, it was frustrating to be constantly duplicating tasks and updating it in 

different formats and places. During this time, if staff were struggling to keep up or seemed 

to have completed a part of the work incorrectly it was dealt with by name and shame emails 

with various managers copied in. The pressure staff were already feeling was only 

exacerbated.   

The pressure in school was not evenly applied; some departments and some staff were not 

under as much pressure. In some ways it was down to which leadership manager was linked 

to a department and whether the subjects were core or EBacc or not. Unions tried to support 

but workload was excessive. The effect on students was obvious with their behaviour which 

became worse. Tired staff struggled with the behaviour that was not supported by leadership. 

Again, staff made to feel inadequate if dealing with poor behaviour and named and shamed in 

emails. There was a lot of fear for staff and the frustration we all felt only added stress to our 

days. The school was very much middle leader and teaching staff heavy; that is where the 

work was being done. Higher managers and numerous heads changed policies and procedures 

but never reviewed them, so everyone was in a constant state of change and feeling 

overwhelmed and unheard.  
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 Appendix 15 

INTERVIEW - NICK   EX TEACHER  

What were the main causes of stress for you from the Executive team? 

1. The main causes of stress from the Executive team was the perpetual looming threat 

of inspection and spot checks. On countless occasion I watched my colleagues 

become scrutinised and given a programme of support which saw them put on a 

monitoring process which only from an outside perspective felt like it put my 

colleagues under far more stress than it required. This had a hugely detrimental effect 

on productivity and moral and in affect drained the enjoyment and team spirit from 

the staff. The consequence of this was the staff retention plummeted and we lost a 

significant number of our team at the end of the first year under [EXECUTIVE 

TEAM] “support”. 

● How did these stressors affect your skin - you can add pictures if you have any? 

● How did the stress affect your sleep? 

2. Although I wasn't directly affected by the measures put in place the perpetual threat 

of being continually measured and scrutinised daily. It had a detrimental effect not 

just on the mental health of the team of people I worked with but on my own too. I was 

an inexperienced teacher only in my second year since qualifying, so, naturally, I was 

feeling like a true amateur and felt feared that I would soon be put under the same 

scrutiny as my peers once I was “discovered” as I felt unskilled when watching 

colleagues [who] I hailed as outstanding teachers crumple under the stress. This 

stress manifested in two ways; severely affecting my sleep giving me hypnopompic 

hallucinations and with sever eczema on my hands, leg,s and stomach. The 

hypnopompic hallucinations although were common when I was much younger (pre-
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teen), I had not experienced in adulthood. This manifested as 4 different characters I 

would see in my room around my bed as I woke in the night. Hypnopompic 

hallucinations are defined as images seen as a person is waking up and linked closely with 

sleep paralysis. These were harrowing experiences and due to the stress at word led me to 

have very poor sleep patterns and in consequence started the hallucinations off again. I felt 

like a shadow of myself and unable to keep up the façade I felt I was holding up in my 

career. Even though I had no evidence of this being true and only positive feedback 

from countless book trawls, OFSTED inspections, learning walks and other 

monitoring processes. The whole system put our team under immense pressure. I am a 

sensitive individual and seeing my much- loved colleagues falling at the hands of 

these relentless strategies brought extreme unrest. The looming threat of being caught 

out and having “dropped a ball” was enough to make me ill. The eczema was a really 

embarrassing time as it was one struggle I could no longer hide. My hands became 

red raw and bled at the slightest movement. General day-to-day activities became 

intolerable; driving to work was difficult as my crumbling skin couldn’t be in contact 

with the wheel for extended periods, I struggled to peel fruit due to the acid affecting 

my open wounds, lifting books and objects out of cupboards grew painful. This is not 

to mention the conversations pupils often would try to start. I would jokingly exclaim 

it was due to acid burns during one of our experiments. I took to wearing cotton 

gloves just to act as a barrier and to hide the ugly skin beneath. My body was under 

immense stress, mainly brought on by my own insecurities and the lack of a 

supportive environment for such a new teacher. When my grandfather passed away, 

shortly followed by the death of my family dog and my nephew going into hospital to 

have open heart surgery my health came to breaking point. I became ill with every 

bug going around and then struck with shingles. I was worn down the bone (not just 

around my hands), I felt like the walking dead and my hands made me look this way. I 
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was off for a period of time due to my physical health but knew that all my physical 

health complaints were down to the mental stress put on my colleagues and me at this 

school. I kept asking how a job can have such a detrimental effect on countless 

people. 

● What treatment did you have and for how long? 

3. When my health became at breaking point, I had finally been seen by a consultant 

dermatologist and began light therapy. This consisted of 2 sessions per week under a 

UVB bulb to target my hands and give the skin time to recover. After 15 weeks and 30 

sessions my hands were back to a relatively normal state, forever scarred by the 

eczema. 

● When did your sleep patterns return to normal and why? 

4. My sleeping became much better once my treatment began, this was partly because I 

had decided enough was enough. Countless colleagues had advised me to escape and 

carve a new career as I was young early enough in the education career to escape 

and still do well. I decided to tackle one of the most important and pressing issues of 

our time; the elephant in the room, the dark shadow luring in the corner of your 

bedroom or the grey cloud hovering above a person’s head (and I’m not talking about 

my hallucinations). Mental health. With an idea and a programme in mind, I decided 

to bravely (or stupidly) hand my notice in a plough all my efforts into developing 

some truly needed education into building positive mental health and how to tackle 

issues when they arrive. An area of education continuously overlooked. I suddenly felt 

back in control of my own choices and was only accountable to myself. I no longer 

felt oppressed by the powers above and their relentless monitoring strategies. 

Freedom to choose, I believe, was the angle to help my recovery. 



258 

 

● Did the special measures 'support' actually do the opposite and how? 

5. Being in special measures should be an opportunity for a school to better themselves 

for the pupils it works for. The demoralising environment I work in was a harrowing 

example of how the current system is failing countless pupils. The school I once 

hailed has seen a steady further decrease in attainment and appalling staff retention. 

A team of dedicated educators once alive with ideas and the pure enjoyment of 

educating the next generation had their life and soul ripped out. The energy of not just 

my own department but many across the school became a shadow of its lively self and 

began conforming to the machine and the ways it required education to look. The 

freedom of lesson structures and to go off piste to give context to the learner became 

frowned upon as it no longer conformed to regulation. Somewhere along the line the 

idea of creating a supportive and nurturing system to aid schools below target was 

lost to an overwhelming power aimed at draining the creativity and joy that education 

should, I believe, adhere to. 
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Appendix 16 

Staff Dress Code 

Appearance 

SAINT High School requires that all staff project a professional image in keeping with the 

teacher standards and the uniform policy applied to students. Staff should be positive role 

models and explicitly nurture students’ self-presentation skills and attitudes to enable their 

success in future employment. 

 This dress code outlines our expectations and the way we project this positive image to each 

other, our school community, and our students. 

Men 

The dress code for men is a suit, or smart trousers, along with a collar and tie.  

Women 

The dress code for women is a suit or tailored jacket and skirt / trousers, a tailored dress or 

professional business wear.   

We would ask you to ensure that the minimum skirt or dress length is on or below the knee.  

Please also note that whilst short sleeve shirts / blouses are permissible, strappy sun tops or 

camisoles are not considered appropriate business attire. 

 General 

 Articles of clothing made from denim material should not be worn for school. 

 Footwear for male and female staff should be professional – flip flops or extreme high heels 

are not considered suitable and can present a health and safety risk. 

It is inappropriate to expose items of underwear, or to reveal bare midriffs. Tattoos should be 

kept hidden.   

One pair of earrings is permissible but no other body piercings including nose studs are 

acceptable. 

 For safeguarding reasons name badges should be worn at all times 

 Staff are further reminded that our professional image also encompasses wider aspects of 

appearance, such as hair and jewellery.   

In essence, we should be wearing 'business clothing' and maintaining a professional 

appearance appropriate to the importance of our work as educators. 
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Appendix 17 

TWILIGHT SURVEY RESPONSES TO QUESTION 10 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film)                  

shy timid determined romantic fool gorgeous 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Scared, determined, Worried, Unhappy, Friendly 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Awkward Shy Secluded desperate Boring 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Socially Awkward Shy Secluded Desperate Boring 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film)        

Shy clumsy, loving, desperate(in New Moon), strong-willed 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

persistent hard working 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

gorgeous funny sweet kind loving 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film)             

cute, gorgeous nice kind pretty 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

gorgeous, shy, important, wife, mother. 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film)   

weak, overthinking, easily overwhelmed, and easily attached, also a little obsessive. 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Depressing, Emotionless, Obsessive, In love, Caring. 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Depressing, emotionless, obsessive, angry, beautiful. 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film)   

weak, fragile, stubborn, funny and caring 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Clumsy, Loving, Vulnerable, Awkward, inquisitive 

Q10 List 5 words that best describe Bella's character in the stories (not the actress in the film) 

Wimpy. Boring. Weak. Human. 
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Appendix 18 

DRESS CODE – TESCO 
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 Appendix 19 

CHRISTIAN VALUES 
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Appendix 20 

 
57 

The sun is darkened, Earth sinks in the sea, 

from heaven turn the bright stars away. 

Rages smoke with fire, the life feeder, 

high flame plays against heaven itself. 
58 

Loud bays Garm, before Gaping-hel, the bond shall be broken, 

the Wolf run free; 

hidden things I know; 

still onward I see the great Doom of the Powers, the gods of war. 
59 

I see uprising a second time earth from the ocean, 

green anew; the waters fall, 

on high the eagle flies o’er the fell and catches fish. 
60 

The gods are gathered on the Fields of Labour; 

they speak concerning the great World Serpent, 

and remember there, things of former fame and the Mightiest God’s old mysteries.  
61 

Then shall be found the wondrous seeming 

golden tables hid in the grass, 

those they had used 

in days of yore. 

(Bray 1908:295) 
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Appendix 21 

 

SLIDES FROM ‘UNDERSTANDING VULNERABLE TEENAGERS’ TRAINING 

POWER POINT 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Dr. Frances Markland Senior Educational Psychologist 
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