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Abstract 
 
This thesis investigates the possibilities for applying Sartrean existential 

philosophy and Foucauldian post-structural theory to practice in art education. I 

have focused on Sartre’s concepts of free-will and agency, considering the 

subject who is capable of transforming life situations; as compared with 

Foucault’s theorisation of regulatory discourses, the social construction of 

subjectivity and his ventures into possibilities for negotiated autonomy. 

 

I have been a teacher in sixth form art education throughout this research and 

have concentrated on this area of education, although I think that some of my 

findings could be applicable in other areas. Research into the potential for 

applying philosophy in further education, particularly in practice, is I think an area 

that has not yet been developed. 

 

To explore my leading question I have analysed data from semi-structured 

interviews of three research groups: teachers and practitioners, policy makers 

and sixth form students. I gathered responses from participants in these 

pedagogical domains to enable a comparative approach between different 

angles upon issues of freedom and autonomy. I wanted to explore the interface 

between subjects with polarities of experience, including the precarious interface 

between educators and policy makers. My reflections on the extent to which 

policy regulates agency in art education have extended from the 2009 interviews 

to consider policy changes since the 2010 election. 

 

I have viewed the data presented by my focal participants through the conceptual 

frameworks of Sartrean and Foucauldian philosophy. I have also conducted 

action research of my own teaching practice. I planned and taught projects for 

students which investigate the potential for using existential and post-structural 

theory as a contextual resource, and as a critical tool for encouraging discursive 

learning spaces and a more questioning and proactive engagement with 

learning. 



 
 

4 

                                                                               Miranda Matthews            

1 

A Philosophy of Freedom and Autonomy   

 
I will begin this research investigation with an autobiographical account, in which 

the emergence of my philosophical concepts and central questions may be 

traced. I will then describe how I became involved in researching philosophical 

questions of individual free-will, autonomy and the potential for engaged agency. 

I will also identify the central questions, in my considerations of whether such 

philosophy can be instrumental to creating proactive learning experiences for 

students, teachers and artist-teachers. I am a teacher of Art & Design in the 

Further Education sector, and I find that these issues have particular relevance 

for young people who will soon reach adulthood. I have also found however that 

the philosophies of Sartrean existentialist free-will and Foucauldian post-

structural personal autonomy could be further explored in relation to this age 

group. Between the ages of 16 and19, students face life choices that require 

great self-awareness and consideration. Foucault said, ‘Identities are defined by 

trajectories.’ (Foucault 1979, ed. Lotringer 2007, 125) Sixth-form students are in 

effect selecting pathways that will shape their futures. In this respect their 

independence and ownership of their learning are central concerns.  

 

 My Learning Experiences 
 
To describe my childhood and my route through the education system, I was one 

of the intently different children who did not concede to the norm. I had my own 

beliefs that did not conform to my C of E school. I read voraciously rather than 

take part in playground games. I had a very free time in my learning experiences 

at primary and ‘middle’ school in the Midlands. To some extent my education was 

given another dimension by my father moving to Paris after my parents divorced. 

I had two very different world views to acknowledge: the feminist Marxism that 
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my community-worker mother upheld, and the 1980s hi-tech capitalism of my car 

designer father, with whom I argued about politics from the age of nine.  

 

I began secondary school in Bristol. Once put in a uniform I felt the need to 

conform more. At school I experienced the bemusement, and sometimes the 

bullying, of my peers due to my focus on study. We were awarded 

commendation certificates for good grades, I would get a few every week. Soon 

there was the chant of ‘….and Miranda Matthews’ from students in assembly. So 

they stopped giving me commendations. One school friend said, ‘They would 

have let you do anything at school, because you were Miranda Matthews.’ I was 

not exempt from the rules, but it must have seemed like that to those students 

who felt they could do nothing without being leapt on by the disciplinary system. 

It was a small school, I needed room to grow and I was glad to escape to sixth-

form college.   

 

My enjoyment of my studies at A Level was tremendous. I loved the freedom of 

being at college. I continued to have very good learning relationships with my 

teachers. I also continued to become politicised, as the Women’s Officer for the 

student union. Although I much enjoyed Art A Level it could only be time-tabled in 

my ‘spare time’ as an evening class, as I was taking three other A Levels. We 

made work in painting, drawing and illustration. We also had lessons in art 

history and life-drawing. I could paint and draw to my heart’s content, get home 

at 9pm and would sometimes then work till 2am writing essays. I was identified 

as the most academic student in the arts and I was encouraged to apply to 

Oxbridge. These universities were presented to me as the pinnacle of academia. 

 

I got into Cambridge but after a year of studies in English Literature, I realised 

that I did not feel as though I was living my own life: in the present here and now, 

exploring my own possibilities. I felt that I had no creative ownership of my work.  

I found myself to be the inner-city state school, mixed-educated misfit in a 

women’s college. The dons were distant and powerful in my eyes; I felt my every 
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word was under surveillance. Then the weekly essay production line ceased: my 

sentences weren’t perfect. One kind don who knew I had studied art, said I could 

draw an essay in pictures if I wanted to. This however was nothing that they 

could reward. It was the most difficult decision I had ever taken not to go back to 

Cambridge and to instead see more of what then occurred to me to be the ‘real 

world’: to explore the acclaimed ‘university of life’. As Foucault said,  

 
Our liberty is at stake and consequently, instead of letting someone else say “obey”, 
it is at this point, once one has got an adequate idea of one’s own knowledge and its 
limits, that the principle of autonomy can be discovered. One will then no longer have 
to hear the obey; or rather the obey will be founded on autonomy itself.  
(Foucault 1978, ed. Lotringer 2007,49) 

 
I took up youth work and sang in bands. I then realised I had too much to say 

that could not be put in words. I therefore took my BA Fine Art at the University of 

Central England 1997-2000. 

 

My Work as an Artist 
 
Studying Fine Art was a liberation for me. I now see it as a kind of re-visitable 

time-capsule in which I could explore my ideas in whatever shape or form I 

chose, with varying levels of tutorial validation. As an art student with plenty of 

ideas for change, but often only small change, I wrote letters to firms to get 

sponsored in materials for sculpture. In this I was fairly successful, receiving a 

huge consignment of honey from Rowse Honey, and a donation of sheets of 

liquorice from Trebor-Bassett. My work at this stage emerged as visual 

metaphors, referencing Jungian ideas about the cross-cultural archetypes of 

myth and magic. I also continued with creative writing, interpreting the concepts 

of my artwork in poetry, songs and performance. After my degree I worked as an 

artist for a year, having solo shows in Birmingham and Bristol.  
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(Fig.1) Cloak of Invisibility 1999 performance    (Fig.2)  Liquorice shoes 2000 
with liquorice clothes, crystals and flour             in Harry the Starling’s Room 
 

        
(Fig.3 & 4) Unknown Quantities Installation at The Picton St. Gallery, Bristol 2001 
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I maintained the ethos of art practice as an adventure, rather than a delineated 

single track, on my Masters in Fine Art at Reading University (2001-2003). In 

addition to my work in Fine Art, I continued writing, completing a voluntary 

dissertation and essays for the MA in Body and Representation and in Art 

History.  

 

I did get to explore art in the wider world: I exhibited in London, having won a 

Royal British Sculpture Society Bursary, and around the UK and I had a 

residency at the art school in Dijon France. After my MFA I had a residency at 

the Banff Centre in Canada, where I met creative people from around the world 

and produced work in sculpture, drawing, video, photography and creative 

writing. It was at this stage that I realised I wanted to become involved in art 

education. I had worked part-time in Arts Development for youth centres whilst 

studying for my Masters. As I recall, a tutor of mine said: ‘I’ve got nothing against 

artists going into teaching, but you must remember it’s very different from being 

an artist.’ I then applied to Goldsmiths. 

 

 
    (Fig.5) Plans for the Don Quixote Annexe 2002, cork, Perspex, bath salts 
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             (Fig.6) Whirlwind 2003, cocktail umbrellas, steel 
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Becoming an Artist-Teacher and my Encounters with Philosophy 
 
As a student teacher and in my first year of teaching I set out with many ideals: to 

introduce contemporary art to students at secondary schools, to increase their 

sense of belonging with cultural awareness, and to provide positive and engaging 

lessons. My ideals were analysed and tested to the limit, within the restrictions of 

the given situation. Foucault said of his ‘limit-attitude’ that: 

 
We are not talking about a gesture of rejection. We have to move beyond the 
outside-inside alternative, we have to be at the frontiers. Criticism indeed consists of 
analysing and reflecting upon limits.’  
(Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 1991, 45)  

  
I was certainly at the frontiers in my first teaching job, where students ran 

screaming down the corridors and where it seemed I was called every swear-

word imaginable. I witnessed terrible fights, such as one in the canteen where 

two year 11 students beat each other without remorse and no one was able to 

stop them. This extremity was apparently the norm there. As I had to qualify, 

there seemed to be only the choice of ‘Being and Nothingness’ for me in the 

contingency of this situation. Sartre said: 

 
Thus I shall apprehend myself at any moment whatsoever as engaged at my 
contingent place. But it is precisely this engagement which gives meaning to my 
contingent place and which is my freedom.  
(Sartre, 2003, 517) 

 
In this statement, Sartre describes the individual’s situation as a conditional 

experience that is subject to the variables of the material reality. This 

circumstance is where one must act in the immediate present. It is those actions 

that the subject takes, their methods of responding to their surroundings, that in 

reflection give meaning to their surroundings. To continue ‘being myself’ I 

resisted absorption in the system, or creative annihilation at the sheer rock-face 

of that deprived London school. I strived to maintain my art practice alongside my 

teaching. I was overjoyed to get an Acme studio in Hoxton in 2005. In my first 

job, I would often go to my studio for an hour after work, and put as much of my 



 
 

11 

own time into my artwork as possible. It was at this time that I began reading the 

works of Jean-Paul Sartre. 

 
Sartre said ‘Consciousness goes out of itself, transcends itself.’(Sartre 2004b, 

11) The philosophy that humans can make what they will of their lives and can 

figure out ways to free themselves from even the most destructive circumstances 

has helped me as an artist-teacher. In some cases this free-will may be mind-

over-matter, or the mobilising of human resilience to circumnavigate apparently 

impassable obstructions. This concerted act of ‘pulling oneself together’, instead 

of being frozen in existential hiatus, shifted my perceptions. I felt empowered by 

possibility to explore different aspects of myself.   

 

Contemporary philosophers demonstrate that the human subject can be seen as 

being composed of a multiplicity of impulses at any one time. Alain Badiou 

proposes that: 

 
If being is inconsistent multiplicity, the consequence of this thesis is that ontology is 
necessarily a sort of set theory, a consistent theory of inconsistent multiplicity. 
(Badiou 2005, 138) 

 
Encountering the multiple variables of existence, Badiou views ontology as a 

process of categorising events and experiences by likeness and dissimilarity. 

The grouped sets intersect, and in these relationships between identities and 

experiences humans develop a sense of their own existence in relation to that 

of others. Foucault’s identification in The Order of Things (1966) of epistemes 

of thought, relating to particular eras in history, also documents the grouping of 

categories of knowledge. He describes how the historical development of 

power/knowledge systems, orders the terms of reference that develop our 

identities. Freedom emerges in moving around these structures, in knowing 

how systems of knowledge connect, and where they are interrupted by 

historical events and changes of thought. In education students are taught 

systemic terms of reference for their fields of study – such as in relation to 

relevant contextual sources, methods of expressing ideas and using  
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techniques, that then structure how they see themselves in the process of 

making work. 

 

The existential concept of the self-determined social, political and creative ‘agent’ 

was consigned by Foucault to the nineteenth century. Nevertheless I think that to 

turn an oppressive situation around and regain a positive sense of being true to 

yourself requires a cogent endeavour. In addition Sartre’s view of subjectivity 

recognises the vast range of differences amongst humanity, and also the 

differences in the self between one temporality and another. Thomas R. Flynn 

describes Sartre’s position: 

 
Races, nations, classes, sexes, as well as social predicates such as exigency, 
obligation and duty… are all permeated with that otherness, freedom and lack of self-
coincidence that characterise their component human realities.  
(Flynn 1997, 25) 
 

The view of the differentials of identity being deployed as a cohesive entity, can 

perhaps become a conceptual tool, rather than a statement of ultimate truth. It 

requires the belief that you can change the given situation, or can release 

yourself from it. I would qualify this however by saying that much greater change 

can be achieved with a few supportive allies.  

 

In 2005 I began to make comparisons between the philosophies of Sartre and 

Foucault and I started to translate my readings of philosophy into considerations 

of the possibilities of such thinking for artists, teachers and art students. My 

central concern was to explore how artists can develop their individual 

perceptions of freedom in their work, and also to study those factors that 

prevented them from achieving freedom in their work. I researched artists whose 

work for me embodied freedom, such as Cornelia Parker, Tom Friedman and 

Christian Marclay. I also started asking artists what their personal definitions of 

freedom were. Their responses and the concerns of other artists who have been 

an inspiration to me, have informed my research. 
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Teaching and Learning - The Bigger Picture 
 
Teachers in the UK are not actually bound and imprisoned; globally there are 

numberless people in this position. Many will never live to see their freedom – 

other than perhaps in their imagination. However teachers are regulated by the 

State, and I have heard teachers express the feeling that they are shackled to 

the State’s requirements. Teachers in England1 are bound to the regulations 

established by the State: including the government, exam boards and Ofsted. 

Teachers are under surveillance and accountable to regulatory bodies at every 

level. After rigorous training to achieve QTS, teachers must be observed to attain 

government and management targets. The five year MOT test for teachers is in 

the making, whereby under-performing and also nonconformist teachers could be 

excluded from the profession.  

 

In my first years of teaching I was struck by the patterns of indoctrination and 

normalisation that students and teachers are subjected to. My readings of 

Foucault captured this sense of school as ‘the uninterrupted examination’ and 

assessment as ‘a constantly repeated ritual of power’ (Foucault1977, ed. 

Rabinow 1991,198). The bureaucracy that surrounds even the smallest creative 

venture in schools and colleges can result in a terrified adherence to the 

perceived norm. I have found that some experimental projects are stifled at the 

outset, because they are not verified to meet stringent assessment criteria. To 

liberate students from closed questions and foregone conclusions, teachers also 

need to be able to reach beyond the given situation. At times this may only be 

possible in creating imaginative lessons, and continuing their own art practice 

and critical thinking. It is possible to project aims, hopes, beliefs and ideals into 

artwork but this work has to be accountable at every stage to risk assessments, 

audits, Ofsted and LEAs, the senior management and governing bodies. 

Therefore embattled positions need to be taken in the visual arts, for freedom in 

                                                
1 I speak of the English education system. The Scottish system is different and it would be more 
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teaching and learning to ever have the enabling conditions to emerge 

substantially.  

 

The Arts have a long-standing reputation as subject areas where people have 

the freedom to be different, to express their ideas and emotions with spontaneity 

and confidence. In this respect Art and Design in schools and colleges could be 

the testing ground in which young people affirm themselves as creative 

individuals. This is the ideal. Given that the term ‘freedom of expression’ is 

bandied around liberally, it would seem highly paradoxical that there still remain 

many situations where there is no liberty for students of art to make work that 

communicates personal meaning to others. In A Level subjects, their work is tied 

into the given themes set by the exam boards, or instructed to be set by Art and 

Design departments ‘So that the exhibition has more unity’ said one Edexcel 

trainer at a workshop I attended. In vocational subjects students are often 

conditioned to steer their ideas towards market forces and the requirements of a 

fictional client. Can this educational structure lead towards productive 

‘independent learning’? 

 

I propose that the existentialist thinking of Sartre and Foucault’s post-structural 

theory, philosophies which have illuminated many of my own experiences in 

education, could help lead towards answers to current problematics of teaching 

and learning. In 2004-5 as I began to delve into the reasons for stasis and limited 

exploration in pedagogy and art practice, I started to find key drivers for 

transformation in Sartre’s theories of free-will and active engagement. Sartre 

stood for the individual as an active agent in society. The self-governing agent 

could make a ‘free-commitment’ (Sartre 1973, 47) to beliefs and social causes 

that are important to them, which might also be a commitment to developing art 

practice; sustaining these beliefs is an existential method of realising the self. 
 

In contrast to Sartre’s ideal of the self-made individual, Foucault explored the 

complicity of subjects whose identities are conditioned and formed within 
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structures of power. These networks of power are identified as having a 

disciplinary function which places individuals under surveillance. This may be as 

apparent as CCTV and identity cards for students, or as insidious as reports and 

assessment reviews. Foucault’s work in uncovering the disciplinary systems of 

institutions such as prisons and schools, shows how the drive towards ideal 

citizenship can gridlock people within limiting social roles (Foucault 1977). He 

pursued this thematic further in his lectures on governmentality and biopower at 

the College de France (1978-79). 

 

The rebellious student who seeks an expression of liberty which is not 

acceptable is reacting to the controls placed upon the subject’s freedom. 

However the rebel, like the re-offending prisoner, is returned to the disciplinary 

system as the rationale for its existence. In my teaching experience, students 

have been channelled through disciplinary procedures until there is nowhere to 

progress to but permanent exclusion – then often another disciplinary process is 

invented to prevent this. In such environments Foucault would say that the 

teacher’s and the student’s autonomy is only available to those who can stand 

back and be critically reflective of their situation. 

 

My interest in these points of critical reflection which enable liberation was 

encouraged by Sartre’s argument that the individual is capable of making their 

own decisions even in the most restrictive situations. Not only can they make 

these decisions, but they can also act upon them.  Foucault drew upon the 

classical philosophers, such as Plato and Socrates, who advocated the creation 

of a questioning critical distance in order to view the social constructions in which 

the self appears to have no autonomous free choice. In the current educational 

climate of hyper-surveillance and assessment, it could be said that students may 

only stake a claim to pedagogical autonomy by becoming critically reflective. In 

this way they may begin to take ownership of their learning processes.  
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Is it possible that Sartre’s idea of ‘free-will’ for the socially active agent and the 

Foucauldian stance on personal autonomy gained in negotiating structures of 

power, can relate to contemporary teaching and learning situations? For me the 

roots of these questions began in my art practice and I have continued this work 

alongside my teaching. In my art work I have exercised my freedom: exploring 

ideas, media and materials. I would not say however that this freedom is 

unlimited, though it has often assisted me in crossing impasses, to consider the 

possibility of it being so. In addition I think that it helps to maintain a relationship 

with one’s work if one is to convey the meaning of making an artwork to young 

people, and the conditions that enable this work to be produced in the midst of 

the challenges society raises.  

 

In this research I will be questioning how proactive learning situations can be 

best encouraged in art education, and can be extended towards considerations 

of creative freedom. If the hegemonic constructs that confine artistic processes 

can be identified, and creative freedom can be given more impact and meaning 

in Art and Design education, this potential release from the normative 

benchmarks of learning ‘progress’ could also perhaps gain some flexibility for 

proactive learning in other fields of education.  

 

Planning projects in Art & Design that encourage autonomous actions by 

students requires the ongoing consultation and involvement of students. The 

pragmatist philosopher and educationalist John Dewey stated the case for 

listening to students’ perspectives in Experience in Education in 1938, saying 

that without free student voice it is: ‘practically impossible for a teacher to gain 

knowledge of the individuals with whom he is concerned (Dewey 1997, 31) It is 

their voices, their actual experiences, their fears and beliefs that are central to 

projects that succeed in these intentions. ‘ 

 

Dewey’s belief that teachers should listen to what students have to say continues 

to influence current educational research. Student voice is a buzz term that has 
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generated think-tanks in academia, government research initiatives, and in the 

localised practice of schools and colleges.  Among a number of influential 

researchers of student voice, including Michael Fielding and Patricia Alderson, 

Sarah Bragg collated studies of student voice, in Consulting young people: a 

Review of the Literature (2007). Bragg’s research highlights the ethics of 

considering students’ best interests in consultation. Bragg notes, like Dewey, that 

successful consultation requires careful planning, a supportive structure and the 

teacher’s guidance. 

 

A key part of this research began in my considerations of how educational policy 

encourages or confines emancipatory pedagogy. My investigation into this area 

has included research into early 21st century policy, before 2010, which 

attempted to include the opinions of young people. The 2003 paper Every Child 

Matters was a response to the horrific case of Victoria Climbié. This paper 

brought into question the running of services for young people and aimed for the 

integration of information and action between young people, parents, youth 

services and schools. The Every Child Matters Green Paper was legislated by 

the Children’s Act passed in 2004. The consultation of young people is written 

into this legislation. The Every Child Matters Website had this to say on inclusion 

of young people: 

The government strongly supports the effective involvement of children, young 
people and their families or carers in the development and running of all children's 
trusts. Increasingly acceptance of the principle of children's involvement is being 
turned into practice through a variety of participation activities across a range of 
organisations. However, sometimes it is difficult to translate commitment into practice 
that is meaningful for children and young people, effective in bringing about change 
and which becomes embedded within the organisational ethos. 

(http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/everychildmatters/strategy/participation - Participation of 
Children and Young People)2 

                                                
2 The website’s homepage now reads, ‘A new UK Government took office on 11th May (2010). As 
a result the content on this site may not reflect current Government policy. All statutory guidance 
and legislation published on this site continues to reflect the current legal position unless 
indicated otherwise.’ There is then a link to the new Department for Education website – 
http://www.education.gov.uk 
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It is stated here that the commitment to a legislated ideal does not necessarily 

reach the young people whom it is intended for. It appears that such legislation 

can bypass the experiences of young people in the process of implementation. 

 

Freedom of Speech – The Teacher Artist Partnership Programme 
 
In order to plan projects in students’ best interests, a dialogue needs to be 

established that is intended to find out what they really require rather than what 

they should require. To explore the potential for students’ ‘freedom of expression’ 

in proactive learning, I have looked into the spectrum of possibility for their 

‘freedom of speech’. In 2006-07 I took part in the London-wide Teacher Artist 

Partnership Programme. My central research question was: ‘How can the 

conditions for freedom of speech be created for students of Art and Design?’ At 

the time, I was teaching at Queen’s Forest School in South London.  

 

Queen’s Forest was an enormous school with 2000 students; it was too 

megalithic to supervise all students at any one time. However I would agree with 

Foucault that: ‘we have to be at the frontiers.’ (Foucault 1984, ed. Lotringer 

2007,113) The student body at Queen’s Forest are about 95% white working 

class students, some of whom had been excluded from three other schools.  

 

I obtained permission to run the TAPP project at the school and I collaborated 

with artist Thurle Wright to plan a series of workshops for sixth-form students. 

Thurle Wright works with texts that are cut, modelled and formed to produce 

paper sculpture. Thurle brought her work ‘The Theory of Knowledge’ – which is 

constructed from Foucault’s text, printed on cylinders of different sizes that are 

placed next to each other. Students were asked to describe what they thought 

the work could be about while Thurle hid behind the screens. They arrived at 

some very perceptive responses, deducing that the work was about linked 

languages and one thought that the work resembled a city populated by the text. 
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The students had presented autonomous readings of the work before Thurle 

emerged to meet them. 

 

The AS Photography group that we worked with at Queen’s Forest School had 

been set the theme of ‘Freedom’ by Edexcel, and to meet their Assessment 

Objectives we had to work with this theme. Already the assessed, institutional 

model of freedom that Foucault terms: ‘the empty dream of freedom’ (Foucault 

1984, ed. Lotringer 2007, 114) was being instilled.  ‘Freedom’ presented as this 

vast emptiness was proving a difficult concept for them to find a way into, so for 

the second workshop, we asked them to write down what was important to them 

on a sheet of paper as a strategy for considering freedom from a different 

perspective.  

 

This idea of gathering what is important for the self relates with Stefaan Cuypers’ 

assertion that autonomy for the young is most supportively outlined as ‘caring for 

the self’. Foucauldian James Marshall (1996,104) describes how Cuypers (1992) 

‘argues that a notion of caring for the self should replace personal autonomy as a 

fundamental educational aim.’ I would argue in contrast that Foucault’s ‘care of 

the self’ is part of his later work (Foucault 1984b), which refers to the ‘techniques 

of self’ that enable greater autonomy. Yet I agree with Cuypers that it is 

counterproductive to leave students to pursue free-will in their studies, without 

increasing their awareness of how to work through risks and limitations. Sartre 

said,  

 
Freedom is total and infinite, which does not mean that it has no limits but that it 
never encounters them. The only limits which freedom bumps up against are those 
which it imposes on itself. (Sartre 2003, 552) 
 

Students cannot embody this infinite freedom: there are limits which are imposed 

upon them, which will be discussed later in relation to interview data. It is 

however a positive action for them to consider the possibility of infinite freedom, 

and to thereby contradict limits put upon them. Young people often experience 

conditions of enforced quietness and adults’ prejudiced thinking, which do not do 
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justice to their intelligence. A lack of confidence resulting from the persuasion 

that their own experience is invalid can impede their contributions to discussion.  

 

Some students can be aggressive or jocular when asked to contribute opinions. 

These responses can be summoned by peer-pressure, or by the sudden release 

of impulses that have been repressed. One A2 Photography student wanted to 

join in with the TAPP workshop and was allowed to participate. However he was 

not at ease in the quiet productive group: he wanted to make a noise, to 

challenge the collective activity. In a group discussion after the making activities 

he said: 
 

If the group was just making as a group it was difficult, whereas if it was your own 
piece you could do whatever you felt like, you could write whatever you felt like, but 
with other people because it’s a joint piece, you can’t exactly do what you want, make 
what you want. You’re limited with it. 

 
He felt that his individual freedom was limited by the quiet cohesiveness of the 

group. Sartre’s idea of conflicted co-existence, in which the self is defined by 

difference from the Other is relevant to this student’s experience of group work. I 

will explore these Sartrean concepts in Chapter 2. 

 
In all groups, even small classes, there are dominant and quiet voices. The quiet 

voices can be silenced in the process of responding to those who shout the 

loudest. The Queen’s Forest group’s discussions of freedom and their installation 

created a nucleus of discursive interpretation in what could otherwise have 

become a view of freedom distanced from their own experience and aligned with 

the exam board structure. If students are given access to creative routes towards 

their own definition of freedom, teachers need to be prepared to hear a range of 

voices - from the enthusiastic to the overtly critical. This dialogue may well up 

from feelings of resentment and experiences of oppression, in addition to 

excitement at being consulted about learning on a more egalitarian level.  
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Researching my Workplace  
 
‘The future is the continual possibilisation of possibles;  
(Sartre 2003,152) 
 
I taught at a sixth form college in North London from 2007 and for the duration of 

my doctoral research. The surrounding area is within the most deprived 5th of 

England. Three quarters of residents in the district are on low incomes and half of 

all children live in poverty. Figures for GCSE achievement are significantly lower 

than the national average, violent crime, teenage pregnancy and infant deaths 

are much higher. In the constant crisis of this scarcity of resources, where the 

majority of students have at least one parent or guardian on benefits, ideas of 

freedom, autonomy and proactive engagement in learning can be curtailed by the 

double-bind of the poverty trap. However if we recognise the strong urge for 

young people to transcend this situation, to ‘make good’ in the world, they can 

demonstrate that ideals and mere possibles can prefigure reality. Sartre’s maxim, 

as identified by Thomas R. Flynn, was: ‘You can always make something of what 

you’ve been made into.’ (Sartre, Situations 9, 1972, 101; in Flynn 2005, 178) 

Such aspects of philosophy I think can become readily accessible to students in 

similar situations. If indeed, as Alain Badiou states, ‘Philosophy cannot renounce 

that its address is directed to everyone,’ (Badiou 2005, 38) it could assist these 

young people in their goal of self-realisation. 

 

In this socio-economic context, the vocational BTEC qualifications that are 

geared towards career progression, are emerging as the more populous options 

at the college. Those students who do not have 5 A-C grades at GCSE,  have no 

other option in Further Education but to progress through Introductory and Level 

2 Diplomas and on to the Extended Diploma in Art & Design. The Extended 

Diploma course allows for more freedom of movement between the art 

disciplines; though students need to be focused on a career in Art & Design at 

the outset and specialise in the second year. From this course students can gain 

immediate access to degrees in Art & Design. Goldsmiths, Chelsea and St. 
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Martins are now scouting Extended Diploma students, looking for bright students 

from low income families.  

 

When students begin their sixth-form studies, there is a drive to lift them out of 

the passive learning patterns that they have become caught up in at school, and 

to broaden their realm of possibility. Foucault’s critique of the moulding functions 

of state institutions includes a response to Kant who said:  

 
For a single individual to work himself out of the life under tutelage which has 
become almost his nature is very difficult. He has come to become fond of this state, 
and he is at present really incapable of making use of his reason, for no one has ever 
let him try it out.  
(Kant, ‘Was ist Aufklärung’ 1784, ed. Lotringer 2007, 30)   
 

Teachers are finding that students schooled through the scarcely motivating ‘C’ 

grade tick-boxes, do not yet have the self-determination and self-definition that 

identify independent learners. To attempt to redress this, I have introduced some 

of the theoretical concepts that I am exploring within projects in Art and Design, 

such as the I Can project for BTEC Level 2 Diploma students and the Power 

project for Level 3 students, which are the focus of Chapter 7. I Can is 

approached with an ethos of Sartrean free-will, to raise students’ consciousness 

of themselves as capable individuals, with agency that enables to visualise the 

realisation of their lacked experiences, and to gain self-esteem in that which they 

have already accomplished. 
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          (Fig. 7)  ‘I Can be Free’ 
 
The composition shows a conceptual intervention, in breaking up the lines and colours of 

the Union Jack. The flag image is doubled, perhaps representing different experiences 

of nationality. There is a central black figure with arms raised in celebration, as a free 

bird, or dove of peace (I Can Stop Fights) flies overhead. 

 

To explore aspects of Foucauldian theory in practice I collaborated in teaching a 

project on Power for Year 2 Extended Diploma students. I taught the 

photography aspect of the project. This project began by presenting different 

concepts of power, as positive and negative power, including the creative 

interpretation of quotes from Foucault, and also from Sartre and Freire. Students 

worked with projected quotes, positioning themselves to catch important words. 

(Fig.8, 9) This was a kinaesthetic means of selecting and reflecting on important 

aspects of the texts, something students can find difficult to do verbally.   
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(Fig.8)                                                                                                         (Fig.9) 
 
 

I view the philosophical content of these action research projects as a process 

that Foucault terms ‘a diagnostic activity.’ 

 
I would say that if there is now an autonomous philosophical activity, if there is a 
philosophy that is not simply a sort of theoretical activity within mathematics, or 
linguistics or ethnology or political economy, if there is a philosophy free or 
independent of all these domains then one could define it as diagnostic 
activity…Perhaps this is the task for philosophy today. 

   (‘Foucault, ed. Lotringer 1996, 53) 
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Central Research Questions  
 
My title research question presents my inquiry into possibilities for the application 

of Sartrean free-will and Foucauldian negotiated autonomy to pedagogical 

situations in art education. The intention I have in this is to explore the potential 

of these theories for facilitating the emancipation of the creative subject and 

greater agency in learning processes in art and design. 

 

These investigations of the possibilities for integrating philosophical thinking and 

practices in teaching and learning have been conducted through interviews of 

teachers and gallery educators, policy makers in art and design and senior 

management figures, and students aged 16-19 at my work place. I chose to 

interview representatives of these three groups to analyse how conditioning 

forces upon freedom and autonomy are perceived to operate by people in 

different positions of power within education, and to explore the participants’ 

diverse relationships to art education specifically.  

 

I acknowledge that as a practising teacher I am also engaged in activities that 

either enable or curtail the freedom and autonomy of students. I have therefore 

included a chapter which presents analysis of action research at my workplace, 

based on projects that were written to explore the potential for including 

philosophical theory in art education for 16-19 year olds.   

 

The central issues within this research have been distilled to arrive at three main 

research questions, which emerge from the title question and investigate 

possible applications for existentialist and post-structural theory in 1) developing 

conceptual tools for teachers and practitioners 2) in relation to an analysis of the 

effects of government educational policy and the National Curriculum for Art and 

Design, and 3) questioning the methods of consultation employed with students, 

and discussing issues of freedom and autonomy with them.  
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Question 1) 

Can Sartrean and Foucauldian philosophies of the subject’s relationship with 

ideas of freedom and autonomy, assist in providing critical thinking tools for 

teachers of art, and for examining what is currently occurring within 

contemporary teaching practice for students aged 16-19? 

 
In this chapter I have started discussing this question as it relates to my own 

experience and I will continue to reflect on related issues in my theoretical 

framework. Chapter 4 is dedicated to the analysis of interview data from a 

teacher and a gallery educator who already set out to apply theoretical 

considerations in their teaching practice. The question is not therefore whether it 

is possible for theoretical approaches to be involved in educational practice – but 

how Sartrean and Foucauldian theories might assist practitioners in their 

integration of theory and practice, and how these theories apply to practices they 

are already involved in. 

 

This research includes discussions of subjectivity and intersubjectivity, in relation 

to differing definitions of freedom and autonomy in art education. I am focusing 

on the implications for existential free-will, and post-structural genealogies of 

social conditions that affect the subject’s autonomy. 

 
Question 2) 

How does existing educational policy either encourage or negate autonomy and 

free-will – in the form of creative freedom of choice or the free-commitment to 

individual learning pathways?  

 

To address this question I am seeking outside my circle of professional 

experience in approaching policy makers in art and design education. I want to 

explore what to me as a practitioner seems a meta-world of discourses which are 

intended to shape pedagogical practices  – but are not responsive to the 

influence of practitioners. 
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I am approaching this question with a theoretical framework of Foucauldian 

descriptions of power/knowledge relationships, and a Sartrean interface with the 

given situation of contingent power structures. This theory will be related to 

rationales for and the implementation of historical, current and future educational 

policy. I am exploring how these policies might prevent or encourage a plurality 

of freedoms for teachers and students of Art and Design. I will also be analysing 

the ways in which government policy has become a ‘practico-inert’ (Sartre 2004), 

which means that the provision originally created for the needs of a social group, 

has ceased functioning for the requirements of that group. My responses to this 

question will be informed by the Foucauldian theory of socially constructed 

subjectivity. I am looking at questions of agency, also referring to Paulo Freire 

whose radical educational theory corresponds with Sartre’s existential 

humanism, and has inspired critical pedagogy. 

 
Question 3)  

In what ways can the consultation of young people on ideas around creative 

freedom and autonomy, encourage students’ self-reflection and a more 

proactive input in their education in art and design? 

 

I have consulted young people as authorities on their own experience. When a 

discursive space is created, in conversation, in group discussion, or in their visual 

language, students begin to find the safety to develop reflective critical evaluation 

of what it means for them to take a more active role in their learning. They can 

also potentially begin to exercise free-will, to take a role in forming pedagogical 

structures that can best motivate them, towards an ethos of self-definition and 

self-realisation.  

 

I am researching how different definitions of creative freedom can be effectively 

considered and given a space in art education. Issues of freedom in relation to 

responsibility and discipline, or self-discipline, are important to this research 

question. I am investigating the relevance for students of the Sartrean concept of 
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existential freedom, as it is aligned with social responsibility and free-will as 

possibilisation. I will also look into the Foucauldian ‘technologies of the self’ as 

conceptual practices for knowing the self, caring for the self and speaking frankly 

without fear of reprisal. I propose that creative exercises which enter into these 

concepts, could be of benefit to young people in the 16-19 age group.  
 

The current running through these questions is an exploration of how studies of 

Sartrean free-will and Foucauldian negotiated autonomy can activate 

transformative pedagogies, particularly in the current environment of high 

surveillance and punitive accountability. I am asking how these philosophers 

enable educational practice which is critical of unnecessary limitations, while 

considering ethical boundaries in education.  I will explore the range of outlets 

that teachers and students have for conscientious freedom of choice and 

decision making.  

 

The structure of this thesis is presented so that Chapter 2 defines my theoretical 

framework. The focus is on a comparative study of Sartre and Foucault’s 

different perspectives on subjectivity. I will present the debate around whether or 

not the subject can act independently of external social directives, and will reflect 

on existential and post-structural definitions of subjectivity in relation to art 

education. I am enquiring into how such thinking can bring an understanding of 

what it could mean to be a free and autonomous subject in art education. 

Chapter 3 describes my methodology, the rationale and ethics of my approach to 

conducting this research, including problems encountered and responded to. 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 contain my data analysis of interviews, as they may be 

viewed through the theory of Sartre and Foucault. They relate in sequence to my 

central research questions 1, 2, and 3 as described above. In Chapter 7 I 

analyse my action research projects written to explore Sartrean  and Foucauldian  

theory in practice. Chapter 8, Flights of Freedom, concludes with what I feel are 

the main findings of this research, and a discussion of the effects the research 

has had on myself as a practitioner.  
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2 

For Whom do we Seek Freedom and Autonomy?  

Theories of Subjectivity   
 
When exploring philosophical questions of freedom and autonomy in art 

education, the field of subjectivity is an immediate consideration. To arrive at 

possible avenues of freedom for human subjects, we need to consider the nature 

and formation of being. In this chapter I will be discussing contrasting 

existentialist and post-structuralist viewpoints upon subjectivity, freedom and 

autonomy. I will be applying these concepts to teaching and learning situations 

within Art and Design, focusing on my central research questions. The three 

questions explore the relevance of philosophical concepts of freedom and 

autonomy for 1) reflective teachers and practitioners 2) in analysing the effects of 

government policy and the changes in curriculum for Art & Design and 3) in 

consulting young people about issues that affect their freedom and autonomy.  

 

Part 1 of this chapter identifies the differences between Sartrean existentialist 

and Foucauldian post-structural theories of subjectivity, with examples drawn 

from pedagogical experience.  I will then discuss Sartrean definitions of the free 

self and his challenge of the unified ego via the ontological triad:- being-in-itself, 

for-itself and for-others. The Sartrean subject is a ‘self’ with free-will, though the 

self may be subjected to oppressive measures in society3. The free self is then 

paralleled by an exploration of Foucault’s socially constructed subject, formed by 

discourses of power/knowledge. I compare their theories of intersubjectivity: the 

relationship with the self in the other. I introduce the concept of negotiated 

autonomy via Foucault’s reflexive subject, and discuss his focus on language 

and subjectivity.  

 

                                                
3 The word ‘subject’ originates in the Latin subicere, ‘to bring under’. However the meaning in the 
philosophical sense is ‘a thinking or feeling entity: the conscious mind’ OED 2003, 1146 
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In Part 2 I will be looking at comparative positions on the self as ‘creative action’, 

and will be discussing how such activity might be free or autonomous in art 

education. I also present Foucault’s vision for proactive ‘techniques of self’, which 

are central to his later works, and which provide the basis for a reflexive subject 

with agency. I compare existentialist and post-structural viewpoints on the 

concept of authenticity, being true to oneself as a free subject in Sartrean ‘good 

faith’ – and Foucauldian ‘truth games’. The meaning that freedom has for 

different subjects is also a point in question, as freedom has a plurality of 

contextualised meanings for different people. I will present research participants’ 

different interpretations of freedom in my chapters of data analysis. 

 

Part 1 

The Existential Free Agent, the Post-structural Socially 
Constructed Subject and the Reflexive Subject  
 
Each philosopher gathers their influences yet develops their difference in relation 

to others. In this sense, philosophers relate to the widely understood idea of 

being subjective: of having different opinions and finding different meanings in 

the same material. It could be said that no one philosopher has outlined a multi-

dimensional conceptual grid for all the elusive qualities of being. I think that each 

recognises and takes momentum from the shortfalls in another’s theory. My 

philosophical stance draws aspects from both existentialism and post-

structuralism. I aim to explore how these distinctive philosophical positions can 

be relevant for and effective within art education for students aged 16-19, in 

order to develop critical and emancipatory pedagogies. 

 

An analysis of the differences in Sartrean and Foucauldian philosophies of 

subjectivity introduces strong contrasts, yet occasional resonances. Sartre 

begins with the socially active free-agent who can intentionally shape their life 

experience. Free-will exists according the subject’s own definition of it, within the 
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abstract concept of freedom.  Foucault posits the subject as being formed in 

relation to social, cultural and disciplinary structures. For Foucault the subject’s 

freedom and autonomy are constrained by social circumstances, and by having 

limits that one needs to know – as one needs to know oneself.  In viewing the 

subject’s activity over the course of a lifetime, Sartre explores the concept of 

one’s life as a human project. This project is formed by decisions made in life by 

the individual, but it is also a contingent reaction to unforeseen circumstances. 

Instead of focusing on the subject as an entity, Foucault discusses 

transdiscursive and transhistorical subjectivity: the socially constructed subject’s 

actions are culturally and historically interconnected with the actions of others.  

 

These philosophers also have different priorities towards ontology – the 

philosophy of being, and epistemology – the philosophy of knowledge. Sartre’s 

existentialism focuses primarily on ontological questions as detailed in Being and 

Nothingness (1943) where he identifies three components of the subject: ‘being-

in-itself’, ‘being-for-itself’ and ‘being-for-others.’ I will describe Sartre’s definition 

of  these components and how they interconnect, with examples drawn from 

pedagogical experience.  

 

Instead of focusing on ontology, Foucault emphasises epistemological questions 

of the subject’s formation in relation to systems of knowledge and power. In The 

Order of Things (1966) historical eras are described as ‘epistemes’ in which 

belief systems and theories of language, science and ethics order the social 

framework by which the subject is situated. The Foucauldian subject’s identity is 

constructed by layers of cultural and historical precedent. These pre-existent 

social layers in the structure of education systems and other institutions, form a 

genealogy of conditioning power structures: a network of example and response. 

Sartre and Foucault’s theories of subjectivity meet at certain points. Both explore 

the possibilities for the subject becoming creatively and politically active, both 

view struggle as the only route to freedom and, in effect, as a necessary 

component of it. Their motivation for an analysis of subjectivity is clearly intended 
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to inspire a questioning and critical response to the status-quo and to empower 

the subject with a radical understanding. Sartre intended to liberate individuals 

from passive bourgeois models of thinking. Foucault set out to empower people 

to use their knowledge of how social systems work for the benefit of themselves 

and others. In later works, Foucault also explored ‘technologies of self’ which 

ascribe the subject greater autonomy and reflexive self awareness. I find that 

Sartre and Foucault both raise critiques of subjectivity which intend to liberate the 

subject’s creative potential.  

 

Forming the Free Subject - Sartre’s Ontological Triad 
 
Sartre’s theory of subjectivity is based around three ontological modes, ‘being-in-

itself’, ‘being-for-itself’ and for ‘being-for-others’. The subject is formed in 

processes of interrelation between these three categories. In my analysis of 

research data, I will be identifying the interaction of these modes of being. I am 

exploring the potential of this theory for liberating the subject in art education and 

for moving from passive dependent learning towards proactive creative 

investigation. 

 

Being-in-itself is the substance of the self: it is the embodiment of past aims and 

desires. It is the setting for the ego and is pre-conscious and habitual; it’s the self 

as object. The subject’s consciousness arises via the for-itself, which fissures 

and decentres the in-itself in its presentation of lacked experiences and external 

existence. 

 

Being-for-itself appears as lack and desire, social aims and ambitions and the 

subject’s awareness of its place in the world. The thirst for knowledge and 

communication via language is driven by the for-itself. Being-for-itself is also the 

subject’s present and its anticipation of the future. It is the interface with other 

people and being-for-others. 
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Being for Others - Sartre’s sense of the subject’s relationship with others is that 

of conflicted difference. The subject defines her identity by choosing to 

differentiate herself from others. Intersubjectivity arises because the subject 

cannot have knowledge of herself without the other, and is dependent on the 

coexistence of others. 

 

Before going into these concepts in more detail, I will give an example of how 

they may be applied in practice. Students who have a set way of drawing, 

perhaps a particular cartoon style or repeated motif (cars, wings, butterflies etc.) 

are working with being-in-itself, the habitual and comfortable banked idea or 

technique. These ideas will start as an aim or a goal, to have a car, or to be able 

to fly – in the lack of being-for-itself, but repeating the motif becomes an end in 

itself. They repeat these drawings until they become part of the pre-conscious. 

The students have not yet risked leaving their familiar passive comfort zones and 

assimilated habits to work with the difficulties of trying to realise new 

experiences, ideas and techniques.  

 

Something in the pedagogical process needs to appeal to the student’s in-itself, 

and draw it out into the outside world of being-for-itself and being-for-others. This 

connection with the in-itself as comfort zone does not need to be broken, for 

example a student was encouraged to build a cartoon drawing into a more 

adventurous 3D model which required the development of thinking and making 

skills. Students have their own understandings of why they are making work, 

which are often based in a goal to achieve a future career in Art and Design – a 

vocational for-itself. In the process of trying to achieve these aims a sense of 

being-for-others is created.  

 

Students want to be seen in particular ways by their teachers and by their peers: 

some want to conform to institutional ideals, others to rebel against them. Their 

experience of society and their perceptions of their social roles are influenced by 

their relationships with others. They individuate themselves by stylistic and 
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personal differences, but in defining themselves creatively via these differences 

they are still reliant upon communication with others to learn about themselves. 

 

 
Being-in-itself 
 
Sartre adapted this term from Heidegger’s concept of ‘being-in-itself’ which 

describes the being of matter and object as opposed to ‘Dasein’ which is the 

being of a person. In the Sartrean sense the in-itself is the element of being as 

substance. This self-centre where the ego is situated is not the subject. Sartre 

thought that, ‘The self cannot be a property of being-in-itself.’ (Ibid.100) Here 

Sartre alters the view of the ego as the individuated self: consciousness is 

formed by differences entering the self, by the awareness of lack and otherness 

in which possibilities for the future emerge. The in-itself is the core of being, it is 

‘full of itself’ (Sartre 2003, 98) and exists as a ‘nucleus of opacity’ (Ibid.127). It is 

like the static structure or the container for one’s identity. Sartre temporalises the 

in-itself as the past; he gives examples of human emotions, actions and 

identifications which pertain to the in-itself: 

 
Thus whatever I can be said to be in the sense of being-in-itself with a full compact 
density (he is quick-tempered, he is a civil-servant, he is dissatisfied) it is always my 
past. It is in the past that I am what I am.’ (Ibid. 141) 

 
The in-itself relates to the habitual responses of the subject, in their 

temperament or as stated here in professional roles which are enacted via 

banked learning and qualifications. A seasoned teacher might be barely 

conscious of their actions in classroom management, and students will absorb 

experiences and grades achieved in past examinations. 

 

Although being-in-itself is the nucleus for being, it is not consciousness. The 

subject’s consciousness is formed in a ‘decompression of being’ (Ibid. 98) by 

being-for-itself, which allows for the circulation of thought, self-reflection and of 

external relations with the world. Without this reflexive self-awareness, the 

subject would be reduced to the pre-conscious in-itself and habitual actions 
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which are so ingrained that the subject does not think about doing them, like the 

student, or indeed the established artist, repeating a variation of the same 

drawing.  

 

The in-itself as ‘pre-reflective cogito’ (Ibid.98) is comparable to Freud’s idea of 

the pre-conscious. The cogito defines what the in-itself requires from the 

outside world. In the process of seeking what is lacking, being-in-itself draws to 

it the ‘For-itself’, the lacking. Being-for-itself emerges in the tensions between 

the self and what it is lacking, and in this process a ‘Presence to self’ (Ibid.101) 

is created.  Presence to self is where subjectivity appears, which can only exist 

because it is reflective. This ‘presence’ is the subject’s interface with the outside 

world.  

 
We are dealing then with a principle constitutive of external relations such as they 

can appear to the human reality present to being-in-itself and engaged in the world. 

(Ibid.101) 

 

A subject’s negotiation of being in the world, with its experience of reality, is via 
presence to self. The influx of this acknowledgement of the external creates a 
rift in the in-itself, the self-centre.  
 

Presence to self supposes that an impalpable fissure has slipped into being. If being 
is present to itself it is because it is not wholly itself. (Ibid. 101) 
 

In this sense the self is conscious because part of its being is formed in the 

external, in the lacking and in relations with others. The Ego would collapse 

upon itself, like Narcissus falling in the pond, if it was not aware of the external. 

Sartre’s introduction of the ‘fissure’ in being, his position on the relational and 

reflexive self, can be seen as prefiguring the post-structural view of the 

fractured and multiple self. 
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Being-for-itself 
 
Sartre states that, ‘The For-itself is defined as presence to being.’ (Ibid. 144) It 

is a reflexive component of being. As Being-for-itself emerges with ‘presence to 

self’, it forms the subject’s awareness of the world and also its existence in the 

world. The relationship between the three ontological modes and presence-to is 

shown in diagrammatic form on page 37. Sartre temporalises the For-itself as 

the present, ‘The For-itself in the present is presence to being.’ (Ibid. 236) 

Sartre contextualises his concept of present/present to-------- in relation to the 

military and to the school.  

 
At rollcall the soldier or the pupil replies, “Present!” in the sense of adsum. Present is 
opposed to absent as well as to past. Thus the meaning of present is presence to ----
----- . (Ibid. 144) 

 
Here the sense of the for-itself as being made to be present to or for something 

in the world is clear, as the pupil or the soldier is made to be present to the 

events or the learning they are required to attend. The for-itself is also in the 

goals that these students and soldiers wish to achieve, the qualifications and 

medals they lack and which drive them onwards. It is the desired, the 

encountered and the questioned. It is not material substance, which is the 

domain of the in-itself, ‘The For-itself is not the world, spatiality, permanence, 

matter, in short the in-itself in general.’ (Ibid. 206) The for-itself is the intangible, 

the subject’s possibility.  

 

The freedom of being-for-itself does not reach a resting place, it can never 

alight and celebrate its liberty. Once an aim which preoccupies the for-itself is 

realised, it settles into the past and is taken into the static in-itself. The freedom 

of the for-itself is limited by striving towards an unrealisable completion of 

being, since a new aim takes the place of that which has been achieved. 

 
In short the for-itself is free, and its freedom is to itself its own limit. To be free is to be 
condemned to be free. (Ibid. 152) 
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As the for-itself is the aspect of being which is about freedom to explore, it is 

also adventure, creativity,  investigation and play since, ‘We can be nothing 

without playing at being it.’ (Ibid.107). Children play at copying the words, 

actions of adults in order to learn how to use that vocabulary, have those skills 

and take up such roles in society.  Young artists often adapt elements from 

established artists’ styles in developing their own. The For-itself is how the 

subject explores its range of possible options and exercises its free-will in 

decision making. It is how the subject learns and is the channel for knowledge.   

 
Knowledge is the type of being which we described… under the title of ‘presence to --
------.’ But we have established that the in-itself can never by itself be presence.’ 
 (Ibid. 195) 
 

Therefore knowledge is a presence-to something, witnessed and experienced 

via the for-itself. It is not a possessed quality or a moral acquisition. Knowledge 

and learning occur in the process of the subject gathering to itself what it lacks 

and there is always more to know. The for-itself, despite being the conduit of 

knowledge and of reflective subjectivity is still portrayed by Sartre as 

nothingness, since it can never be fully realised: it has no material existence 

and is a lack. Its goal is to surpass the past, but the goal that is envisaged will 

always be replaced in the future by a new lacked possibility. 

 
The for-itself attained by the realisation of the Possible will make itself be as for-itself 
– that is with another horizon of possibilities. Hence the constant disappointment 
which accompanies repletion, the famous: “Is it only this?” (Ibid.126) 

 
The dream and possibility is in the striving, in the process of learning . Being-

for-itself is therefore portrayed in the metaphor of ‘eternal thirst’ (Ibid. 125). The 

subject’s thirst for existence or knowledge is a continuous urge, being-for-itself 

moves from one possibility to the next, in constant flight towards the next 

destination. ‘But this flight is a flight towards ------ and it is this “towards” which 

gives flight its meaning. As such flight is itself a lack which makes itself. (Ibid. 

226) The flight is always towards something, a goal, knowledge, a new 

experience. The lack is productive in that it aims towards possibility, it makes 
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itself and realises itself. Sartre explains his use of the idea of ‘realisation’ as a 

relationship between being and knowledge. 

 
The term which seems best to indicate this inner relation between being and knowing 
is the word realise… I realise a project in so far as I give it being, but I also realise my 
situation in so far as I live it and make it be with my being.  
(Ibid. 203) 

 
The desire to quench the lack, which becomes apparent to the in-itself via the 

for-itself, makes the difference between conceptualisation and realisation - the 

experience of reality: ‘The real is realisation.’ (Ibid. 203) This realised 

knowledge is an existential experience, an active process, rather than the 

banking of something known indefinitely. This theory relates to Freire’s criticism 

of ‘the banking concept of education (Freire 1979, 53) which reduces 

knowledge to a static collection of known facts.  

 

I would argue that the concept of being-for-itself is crucial to pedagogical 

practices that seek to encourage students out of passive patterns of habit and 

dependency. It is also perhaps key to motivating teachers and practitioners 

away from comfortable routines, thereby refreshing their practice. Being-for-

itself is the thirst for new experiences, for attaining lacked knowledge, and for 

building creative communication between the self and others. 
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(Fig. 10) The relationship between the modes of the ontological triad 
 

                            
 
 
 
 
 
Being for Others 
 
The third part of Sartre’s ontological triad, Being-for-others, is the subject’s 

response to others’ presences and expectations. ‘Being-for-others’ and ‘being-

for-itself’ are therefore Sartre’s encounters with intersubjectivity, with the 

dialectical relationship that opens up a person’s sense of responding to others. 

Sartre’s view of Being-for-others positions subjects as determining themselves 

by the Other. The self is identified in what the Other is not in an ‘internal 

negation’. The Sartrean subject defines itself by difference from the Other. In 

this sense subjects are interdependent for their sense of identity. The subject’s 

  In-itself 

              For-Itself 

             For-Others 

Presence-to  
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relationship with the Other is conflicting and oppositional. ‘Conflict is the original 

meaning of Being for Others.’ (Ibid. 386)  In this defining opposition the self is 

individuated. 

 
In fact it is only in so far as each man is opposed to the Other that he is absolutely for 
himself. Opposite the Other and confronting the Other, each one asserts his right of 
being individual. (Ibid. 260) 
 

The conflicting relationship between the subject and the Other is qualified by 

Sartre’s introduction of Heidegger’s Mitsein, (Ibid.434) which translated from the 

German means ‘being with.’ This concept is brought in to acknowledge that 

there is a non-conflicting ‘we’ in human society, by which people live together 

and agree with one another on many levels. In Being and Nothingness Sartre 

explores the concept of Mitsein, but asserts his view of ontological conflict over 

Heidegger’s sense of community. ‘The essence of the relations between 

consciousnesses is not the Mitsein it is conflict.’ (Ibid. 451) Although the self 

develops positive relationships with the Other, and a sense of community, it is 

the sense of the self with free-will which chooses to be itself and not the Other 

that prevails: ‘We are a choice, and for us, to be is to choose ourselves.’ (Ibid. 

352)  

 

Yet the existential position is not that we are independent of the Other’s 

impressions of us and their actions. The self perceives the Other through their 

‘gestures and expression, acts and conduct.’(Ibid. 250) In turn we aim at 

aspects of the Other, to gain a relationship with these aspects within ourselves. 

 
What I constantly aim at across my experiences are the Other’s feelings, the Other’s 
ideas, the Other’s volitions, the Other’s character. This is because the Other is not 
only the one whom I see but the one who sees me. (Ibid. 252) 
 

We are aware of being observed by the Other and of the Other’s ‘look’ which 

defines and distances some of our free-will and possibility. ‘I grasp the Other’s 

look at the very centre of my act as the solidification and alienation of my own 

possibilities’ (Ibid. 286).  For example the teacher ‘solidifies’ the freedom of the 

student’s work by grading it in summative assessment. It is arguable that 
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Sartre’s consciousness of the subject’s observation by the Other, relates with 

Foucault’s position on the effect of the Other’s surveillance upon subjectivity.   

 
The Other’s view of the subject or their ‘look’ also creates a distance between 

the observer as object and the self as subject. ‘The Other’s look confers 

spatiality on me. To apprehend myself as looked at is to apprehend myself as a 

spatialising-spatialised.’ (Ibid.290) In this space we perceive the differences and 

similarities between us, we create an area for recognising each other, for 

developing learning understanding, and perhaps for negotiating freedom. The 

Sartrean spatialised intersubjectivity could resonate with theories of tertiary 

spaces and Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. Foucault is more 

particularly noted for spatialised intersubjectivity than Sartre, who is often 

portrayed as projecting a linear path for a unified subject.  

 

In the sense that the for-itself could project infinite freedom towards possibility – 

within the confines of a mortal existence, if unlimited by society and 

responsibility, the Other is seen by Sartre as limiting his freedom.  

 
In fact nothing can limit me except the Other. Therefore he appears as the one who 
in his full freedom and in his free projection towards his possibles puts me out of play 
and strips me of my transcendences by refusing to “join in” (in the sense of the 
German mit-machen) (Ibid. 310-311)  
 

The Sartrean Other does not play ball as does Heidegger’s more open 

counterpart. The Other’s freedom is different, and she will refuse to join in with 

what I consider to be my freedom, and limits my freedom by obstructing its path 

with her difference – thereby appearing to have more freedom. An example of 

this occurred when BTEC Level 2 students at my workplace were asked to 

choose from a range of art disciplines to make their final piece for a project. A 

student who had chosen print had the option of using screen-print facilities, 

which were reserved for A Level textiles students. A BTEC student who had 

chosen a textiles outcome could not have a screen, as there were no more 

available. She had a range of other techniques she could use in working with 

textiles, and the printmaker would have been greatly limited otherwise, but she 



 
 

42 

perceived the printmaker to be limiting her creative freedom – rather than the 

department’s allocation of resources. Being-for-others is necessary for human 

existence and elements of conflict need to be negotiated for the subject to co-

exist in society. The problematics of freedom, in relation to conflict with and 

responsibility to and for others, will be discussed in depth in my chapters of 

data analysis. 

 

A Plurality of Freedoms – Challenging the Unified Ego 
 
Sartre’s accommodation of the changing non-identical self, which traverses 

three ontological modes, and his belief in a plurality of different subjective 

freedoms, prefigures the fragile, fragmented postmodern self. Resonances with 

Sartre’s perspective on subjectivity can be found in the radical pedagogy of 

Freire and in instances of Badiou’s ontology of Being and Event.  Critics of 

Sartre have described his philosophy of free-will as being limited to an idealistic 

universal agent and ‘almost anarchistic’ (Marshall 1996, 88). Roger Frie (1997) 

counters these critical tendencies; Frie points out that Sartre’s vision of 

consciousness positions the self in the midst of its interaction with society and 

its creative processes, rather than as a unified ego acting out a single-track 

directive. Sartre proposes that: 

 
The ego has no existence in itself; it is a construct and its role remains purely 
passive. The ego is not the actor.  
(Sartre, in Silverman1989, 209) 
 

In Frie’s analysis, Sartre ‘challenges the notion of the unified ego, or subject, and 

anticipates other attempts to decentre the subject.’ (Frie 1997, 40) The passive 

role of the ego within the in-itself will be a consideration in my analysis of static, 

unquestioning teaching and learning, in contrast with socially engaged reflexive 

pedagogy. I would say that Sartre challenges the egocentric ‘I’ by acknowledging 

that other motivational forces are present in subjectivity, such as the pre-

conscious, the subject’s social responsibility in acknowledging their freedom, and 



 
 

43 

the subject’s response to the ‘practico-inert’, the entrenched  ideologies of 

institutions.  

 

Sartre’s term the ‘practico-inert’ was first explained in the Critique of Dialectical 

Reason (1960 edn. 2004). It is an institutional structure which has become 

unresponsive to the needs of the social group it was created for. Some 

bureaucratic assessment procedures in Art and Design Education are practico-

inert, having arisen from the requirements of teachers and students, but 

becoming unresponsive to differences in their requirements. Educational 

structures can become anti-dialogical  in providing frameworks for controlling 

teachers’ struggle for equal educational opportunities in the state system.  

 

Paulo Freire also discusses the non-discursive or ‘anti-dialogical’ aspects of the 

state, in which argumentative voices are quashed. He suggests that this silencing 

of challenging voices results in cultivated illiteracy. His strategy is to promote 

Education for Critical Consciousness (1974), a pedagogy which creates, ‘an 

active, dialogical, critical and criticism-stimulating method.’ (1974, edn. 2007, 40). 

Freire’s pedagogical theory is similar to Sartre’s existential humanism, in that he 

believed that education could provide people with a creative voice to engage, ‘in 

action to transform the situation in which they are reified’. (Ibid. 129) This is the 

motivating belief of Freire’s humanism, of which he says: 
Its critical hope, rests on an equally critical belief that human beings can make and 
remake things, that they can transform the world. A belief then that human beings, by 
making and remaking things and transforming the world, can transcend the situation 
in which their state of being is almost a state of non- being, and go on to a state of 
being, in search of becoming more fully human (Ibid. 129) 

 
Freire notes that the oppressor becomes internalised, ‘housed’ within the subject 

(Ibid. 22), as they are physically and psychologically contained by structures of 

power. This accommodation and inclusion of potentially dissident groups in 

society is taken further in Foucault’s theory of social control, in which there is no 

meta-discourse of rebellion or activism.  
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Sartre’s existential view of subjectivity situates the individual in the position of 

being able to influence their temporal situations. A teacher in this respect has 

their own role to play within contemporary pedagogy, their own ideas about 

education to prioritise. According to this theory, the student can make an imprint 

on their learning, can create their own artistic innovations that may then have a 

presence in society. Thomas R. Flynn, describes Sartre’s philosophy as: 

‘committed, dialectical and focused on the existential psychoanalysis of historical 

agents in their anguished freedom and responsibility.’ (Flynn 2005, Vol. 2, x) In 

Sartre’s philosophy of engagement, people create social history as they work 

alongside each other for freedom and responsibility. This humanist ontology is 

challenged by poststructuralists such as Foucault. 

 
 

Foucault  - Power/Knowledge, The Socially Constructed Subject  
 
Instead of focusing on human ontological freedom as Sartre does in works such 

as Being and Nothingness, Foucault in many of his writings places priority on the 

subject’s formation by power/knowledge structures. The Foucauldian socially 

constructed subject is not composed by identified components of self, but formed 

within a cultural and historical framework that provides its structure of self. 

 
One has to dispense with the constituent subject, to get rid of the subject itself, that’s 
to say, to arrive at an analysis which can account for the constitution of the subject 
within a historical framework. And this is what I call genealogy, that is, a form of 
history which can account for the constitution of knowledges, discourses, domains of 
objects , etc., without having to make reference to a subject which is either 
transcendental to the field of events or runs in its empty sameness throughout the 
course of history. 
(Foucault 1980, 117) 

 
Foucault sought to liberate the subject via a transhistorical perspective, ‘studying 

the constitution of the subject across history which has led up to the modern 

concept of the self’ (Foucault 1980, ed. Lotringer 2007, 150). He saw his idea of 

‘genealogy’ as the archaeology of history, presenting the layers of culture formed 
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at different times by macroscopic ‘epistemes’ of knowledge and micro-discourses 

of local history.  

 
Let us give the term genealogy to the union of erudite knowledge and local memories 
which allows us to establish a historical knowledge of struggles and to make use of 
this knowledge tactically today. 
(Foucault 1980, 83) 

 
He identified the roots of democratic institutions in the traditions of discipline and 

punishment of those who would not adopt social norms. He tracked motivations 

for social control and surveillance and presented a social construction of identity 

which contradicted subject-centred theories. Foucault countered humanist 

philosophies, including Sartre’s ‘existential humanism’ (Sartre 1973, 55). Usher 

and Edwards (1996, 83), note that this challenge to the humanist paradigm is a 

key factor in situating Foucault within postmodernism. Foucault showed that the 

themes and ethics of humanism had been misappropriated, even by the fascists 

and their empty promises for National Socialism. (Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 

1991, 44). He portrayed ‘humanism’ an ‘empty signifier’ (Zizek 2006, 178) which 

can be associated with different contexts to suit a wide range of purposes.  

 
The humanist thematic is in itself too supple, too diverse, too inconsistent to serve as 
an axis for reflection…Humanism serves to colour and to justify the conceptions of 
man to which after all it is obliged to resort to. 
(Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 1991, 44) 
 

He also describes the empty signifier of ‘the empty dream of freedom’ (Ibid. 46) 

that was the great deception of the Enlightenment. It is Foucault’s intention to 

reveal the motivations behind such ideologies, within social and political power 

structures that attempt to normalise and cast judgement upon society, rather 

than to empower or liberate.   

 

Foucault’s philosophy of the subject testing its institutionalised limits, refers to 

earlier philosophers, as for example in his rebounding from Kant’s ‘What is 

Enlightenment’ (1784) in which it is stated: ‘Everywhere there is a restriction on 

freedom.’ (Kant 1784, ed. Lotringer 2007, 31) The Foucauldian analysis of 
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subjectivity dispenses with the idealistic free self, in favour of the savoir faire of 

working at ‘the limits of ourselves,’ to wake up and challenge ‘the empty dream 

of freedom.’ (Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 1991,114)  

 

This empty dream of the ideal citizen, that characterised the end of the 

eighteenth century, inspired Bentham’s Panopticon (1785, Fig. 11 & 12) and the 

social surveillance strategies of the nineteenth century. These ideas have 

evolved with technology into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Jeremy 

Bentham proposed a prison system, which was based on a military school in 

Paris designed by his brother Samuel. The building would be circular with a 

central observation tower; the ring of cells was arranged so prisoners could be 

clearly seen from the tower. This system was developed in what Foucault terms 

‘Panoptism’ which was ‘the experiment of integral surveillance’ (Foucault 1980, 

71) and it was applied also to schools, factories and asylums – institutions 

where those in power sought to exercise total control. 

 
All that is then needed is to put an overseer in the tower and place in each of the 
cells a lunatic, a patient, a convict, a worker or a schoolboy. (Ibid. 147) 

 
This central surveillance strategy of ‘power through transparency’ (Ibid. 154) 

has carried through into today’s surveillance culture. Schools and colleges are 

designed to maximise visibility of staff and students. CCTV and ID cards prevail 

throughout. Transparency and accountability are mandatory in all educational 

procedures: every disciplinary action is logged on the students’ networked 

online record; every assessment process is documented, and verified. If there 

is some freedom or autonomy within the system, it is supposed to be monitored 

in fine detail.  
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(Fig. 11 & 12) 
 
 
Artists have responded to this constant surveillance, to the regulating gaze of 

the powerful other. The Tate Modern’s 2010 exhibition ‘Exposed: Voyeurism, 

Surveillance and the Camera’ presented the work of photographers who 

explore the all-seeing eye of CCTV, and the camera as a secret lens onto 

others’ lives. However the Tate itself also oversees how visitors view and 

interact with the work. A Guardian journalist said, ‘As you move from room to 

room laid out with videos and photographs by the likes of Walker Evans and 

Bruce Nauman, look up into the corners. What do you see? The Tate's own 

CCTV.’ ( Borromeo, L., The Guardian, Friday 28 May 2010 ).  

 

I teach a project, ‘Graphic Artists at the Tate’, in which students create a poster 

in the style of an artist, for an exhibition of their work at the Tate. I showed the 

students Melanie Jackson’s drawings for ‘A Global Positioning System’ (2006); 

her drawings depict the working lives of people around the world, who gather 

the raw materials and assemble the components of a hand-held satellite 
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positioning unit. One student created a poster which explored his sense of 

society constantly watching him. (Fig.13) 

 

  
 
   
Foucault’s work on power structures and institutions, such as schools, aims to 

identify the subject’s role in these mechanisms of social control to: ‘grasp the 

subject’s points of insertion, modes of functioning, and systems of dependency’ 

(Foucault 1969, ed. Rabinow 1991, 118). In education these normative ‘systems 

of dependency’ are created in the process of guiding, informing and disciplining 

the young. Students are steered towards subjects where they have already 

shown measured and assessed ability. If a student does not have an A-C grade 

at GCSE in Art & Design, they are very unlikely to be able to study within this 

area at AS Level. Conversely, if a student has learning difficulties in literacy, they 

are likely to be channelled towards vocational creative subjects, where they can 

use visual or spoken language more often than written texts. In discussing how 

students’ sense of self is channelled into specific areas of ability, measured often 

by traditional socially constructed standards. Dennis Atkinson writes,  

 

My work is linked to my chosen 
artist Melanie Jackson because it 
fuses both people and 
technology. 
 
It links to people because there 
are people and places where 
people live in my poster, and it 
links to technology because there 
are secretly cameras in city 
landscapes, which makes the 
poster live up to its title 
‘The Streets Have Eyes.’ 
 
(From the student’s evaluation of 
the project) 
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Pupils are woven into specific curriculum areas through master signifiers and their 
respective discourses which structure pupil subjectivities, in terms for example of 
ability. Through such discourse, pupils’ identities as learners are constructed and 
become visible. 
(Atkinson 2000, 9)  
 

As students are taught particular modes of thought and expression, within 

‘subject areas’ their sense of themselves and of others around them is 

progressively filtered through the value judgements of assessment. The 

infiltration of the subject by regulating power structures is taken as a negation of 

the free subject by post-structuralist theorists. To attempt to redeem the positive 

in this situation, one could say that students are often more committed to 

learning programmes in which they are personally interested. They are 

therefore better situated to show ability and intentionality in those subjects. 

Sartre said that he could see in a drawing, ‘a world of human intentions of 

which that drawing is a product.’ (Sartre 2004b, 35)  However Foucault would 

argue that this is disproportionately a world of others’ intentions.   

 

Recognition of the Self in the Other:- Intersubjectivity 
 
Foucault formulates his theory of the construction of the subject around 

relationships with others. He refers to the vision of oneself in the reflection of the 

other, when he discusses the classical metaphor of the observation of the self in 

another’s eyes.  

 
Plato asks, “How can the eye see itself?” The answer is apparently very simple, but 
in fact very complicated. For Plato one cannot simply look at oneself in a mirror. One 
has to look into another eye, that is one in oneself, however in oneself is the shape of 
the eye of the other. And there in the other pupil, one will see oneself: the pupil 
serves as a mirror.  
(Foucault 1983, ed. Rabinow 1991, 367) 
 

This concept traces back to the ancient Greeks the idea that ‘one must know 

oneself’ in ‘contemplation using as your object the soul of another’. (Foucault, 

Ibid. 367-368). Usher and Edwards write that, ‘Foucault’s work questions the 

mirror which modernity holds up to itself, the benevolent image of emancipatory 
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practices (including education) which it chooses to see reflected there.’ (1996, 

84). The emancipation that Foucault finds in education is the empty dream of the 

Enlightenment: the purveyance of rationalist ideas of progress, towards a better 

self and a better cohesion with the powers in governance. I will be questioning 

the extent to which such ideas still underpin educational policy, in response to my 

central research Question 2. 

 
Foucault’s analyses the regulatory and formative effects that institutions have 

upon individuals. The subject is socially constructed through layers of cultural 

precedent and ‘mechanisms of normalisation’ (Foucault What Calls for 

Punishment? 1984, ed. Lotringer 1996, 423). These mechanisms that form 

normative patterns of identity and marginalise nonconformity can be found in 

pedagogical processes – for example in the conditioning processes of exam 

boards, the cultural expectations of values taught in tutorial sessions. The forces 

of community expectations and peer pressure also act upon learners and 

practitioners in addition to top-down forces. In Foucault’s view, the subject is not 

an entity, it is a transmissible interchange constructed in relationships. Likewise 

discourses of power, through which the subject is constructed, are located in 

relationships between subjects.  

 
Power is relations; power is not a thing, it is a relationship between two individuals, a 
relationship which is such that one can direct the behaviour of another or determine 
the behaviour of another. (Foucault 1981, ed. Lotringer 2007, 134-5).  
 

In contrast Sartre’s position on intersubjectivity proposed that the self is defined 

in an oppositional relationship with the other, as I have discussed regarding his 

ontology of being-for-others. He wrote in Existentialism and Humanism, 

 
I cannot obtain any truth whatsoever about myself, except through the mediation of 
another. The other is indispensable to my existence, and equally so to any 
knowledge I can have of myself. Under these conditions, the intimate discovery of 
myself is at the same time the revelation of the other as a freedom which confronts 
mine, and which cannot think or will without doing for or against me. Thus at once we 
find ourselves in a world which is, let us say, that of “intersubjectivity.” It is in this 
world that man has to decide what he is and what others are. ( Sartre 1973, 45) 
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Here the emphasis is on the confrontation of the other as a separate being and 

the definition of the self according to differences with the other. The aspect of 

choice is still evident, in the decisions the individual makes about their identity, 

whereas Foucault’s intersubjectivity is such that the self’s identity is changeable 

but integrated in the responses of the other.  

 

The complex social fabric of intersubjectivity can be observed in education, in the 

dynamics of the classroom, in the students’ need to associate themselves as part 

of a group, or conversely to identify themselves as different from others.  

Students may be motivated by competitive responses to each others’ artwork, 

and teachers often initiate intersubjective responses, such as peer assessment, 

for this reason - in addition to motives of sharing learning and encouraging 

constructive criticism. Students place their sense of intelligence and creativity in 

relation to others, and according to the way they are judged in the eyes of their 

teachers. The teacher is also conditioned into a particular view of their identity as 

a teacher, by the responses of their managers, and by students’ responses to 

them. In my questioning of the methods used to consult young people, for 

Question 3, I discuss the various agendas that are prioritised by teachers. I will 

also be considering the parallels that may be drawn between these guiding 

motivations and the enactment of government and institutional observation. In 

this work I intend to activate, oppose and parallel Sartre’s position on the 

existential free-agent and Foucault’s critique of the socially constructed subject. 

Negotiated Autonomy and the Reflexive Subject.  

 
Despite his awareness of the repressive and disciplinary processes historically 

practiced in education, Foucault contends that such power structures can be 

used positively. He states that: 

 
We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it 
“excludes,” it “represses,” it “censors,” it “abstracts,” it “masks,” it “conceals.” In fact, 
power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains and rituals of truth. The 
individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production. 
(Foucault 1977, ed. Rabinow 1991, 204-205) 
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In this portrayal of the individual as ‘belonging to this production of power,’ 

Foucault also notes that the subject, and in my research this is the teacher or 

the student, does not have to be swept along unawares by the current of 

power/knowledge. If the individual can step back and be critical of their 

situation, they can begin to navigate through the complexities of educational 

institutions, which are powerful because they are the resources through which 

cultural knowledge is transmitted. They can create negotiated autonomy within 

their situation.  

 
Foucault pursues the idea that reflective critique can loosen restrictive bonds on 

the subject, releasing them from their complicity with oppressive forces. 

Therefore teachers and arts practitioners can negotiate their autonomy within 

institutional structures and develop a reflexive subjectivity. The Foucauldian 

reflexive subject is developed further in his theory of ‘technology of the self’ – 

which I will discuss in Part 2 of this chapter. Foucault proposes that: ‘Critique 

would essentially insure the desubjugation of the subject in the context of what 

we would call, in a word, the politics of truth.’ (Foucault 1978, ed. Lotringer 

2007, 47) If thought and imagination can be liberated by critique from the 

intricate web of pressures to conform, the subject can perhaps become less an 

object inserted in the value judgements of institutions, such as schools and 

colleges and more inclined to select the knowledge which can empower them.  
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Discourse and Subjectivity 
 
Foucault describes the history of theories of the self, and the social and historical 

discourses of language and knowledge in which the self is situated. The 

discourses that he researches are written, spoken, visual, spatial, physical and 

implicit. Therefore discursive practices for Foucault are not just what is stated, 

they are found in the social and material conditions that outline what can be 

considered an important statement. He analyses different ‘discursive domains’ 

(Foucault 1967, ed. Lotringer 1996, 23) through their historical contexts – in 

science, the economy, psychology, sexuality, disciplinary and governmental 

structures, and pedagogical systems. His interest is in the ‘play of dependencies’ 

(Ibid. 38) occurring in these domains, and in questioning the discursive practices 

functioning at different points in history. 

 

His description of the functions of discourses in the pedagogical domain outlines 

their regulatory function in classifying and conditioning learning subjects towards 

normative requirements. 

 
Education produces producers, it produces those who demand and at the same time 
it normalises, classes, divides, imposes rules and indicates the limits of the 
pathological. 
(Foucault 1973, Ed. Lotringer 1996, 107) 

 

Although Foucault analyses the means and methods of this social construction of 

subjectivity through discursive fields, his theory of discourse in the main does not 

specifically theorise the process by which the language of regulatory discourse is 

formed. However in The Order of Things (1966) he began to do this via a 

‘quadrilateral of language.’  This technique of portraying theoretical processes in 

a non-linear form is however characteristic of his thinking. His concept of 

genealogy also spatialises history into modes of thinking, rather than presenting 

it as a series of developments. Foucault’s theory that the subject is formed in 

social discourse informs my philosophical thematic analysis of interview data and 

the visual language of artwork.  
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Foucault’s quadrilateral of Language is composed of: ‘The four theories – of the 

proposition, of articulation, of designation, and of derivation’ which ‘confront each 

other in pairs and reinforce each other in pairs’ (Foucault 2002,127) 

(Fig. 14) 
 
 
 
                Proposition                                                              Articulation 

 
                 Derivation                                                               Designation 
 

 
* a signifier e.g. ‘autonomy’     
 

In my reading of this process, it seems to demonstrate a cycle, beginning with 

the intention, then the expression of that intention, formulation of meaning and 

then the return to match or clarify intentions. Foucault gives signification to the 

diagonals also: ‘The first diagonal marks the progress of a language from the 

point of view of its specification; the second the endless interleaving of language 

and representation.’ (Ibid.128) At the centre point of these diagonals is the 

‘name’, where the processes of analysis and representation meet, to provide the 

naming of a referent in the chosen word. 

 

The Proposition is the idea, the starting point for communication. The 

Articulation presents ideas and the methods in which they are described. 

Designation is the gathered plan of signs, inferences and meanings: the 

materialisation of the form of language. Derivation leads back to the initiative of 

Name*  
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the Proposition that the inferences and meanings are derived from. (with 

reference to Foucault 2002, 127)   

 

I have found this quadrilateral of language useful when analysing the discourse 

of policy makers, as presented in Chapter 5. I think that this circuit of language 

formation relates particularly to regulatory discourses in art education such as 

the ‘Disciplined Innovation’ cycle that policy makers were keen to promote – a 

rigorous format for creative ‘progress’ which also focuses on student behaviour. 

On a more macroscopic level I refer to Foucault’s quadrilateral in analysing the 

interruptions in policy development, as a circuit of power discourses, which fail 

to communicate to educators and meet resistances and ‘cause blockages of 

power in the systems of relations’ (Foucault 1984 Ethics of Concern for the Self, 

ed. Lotringer 1996, 444) since policy makers have limited forms of consultation 

in schools, and educators feel they do not need to know about policy 

implementation. 

 

There is also a ‘play of dependencies’ in Foucault’s concept of the integrated 

relationship between language and knowledge. The comprehension formed by 

questioning, speaking and reflecting on ideas, is presented as the basis for the 

knowledge of self and the understanding of others. Foucault writes:  

 
Knowledge and language are rigorously interwoven. They share, in representation, 
the same origin and the same functional principle; they support one another, 
complement one another, and criticize one another incessantly.  
(Foucault 2002, 95) 
 

Within studies in art this interconnection of knowledge and language that 

Foucault investigates, can also be extended to knowledge and visual language. 

Artists and art students often find that they can express ideas and emotions 

visually, that they cannot verbalise. Students are taught about the visual 

vocabulary of the ‘formal elements’ of art and design at school. They learn a 

range of techniques and processes to develop combinations of the elements, 
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such as line, colour, tone, texture, shape, composition and perspective. The 

creative combination of these elements emerges as a visual language.  

 

The students’  knowledge is developed in connection with their emerging 

creative identities, and their understanding of how visual language is used by 

artists and by their teachers. However students are taught about the visual 

language of a particular set of cultural influences, and according to the 

assessment requirements of their course. They will learn different values and 

symbolic meanings according to how they are taught and where their learning 

takes place. Students’ autonomy and freedom of expression are therefore 

mediated by a socially constructed framework for learning. 

 

Students of visual art necessarily also use linguistic intelligence, in speech and 

written texts in order to form awareness of their relationship with their work and 

in what is often termed ‘self-expression’. In group discussions and student 

consultations, individual reviews and question and answer sessions, students 

gain knowledge from which they may then develop their own work; and they 

can contribute their voices to learning programmes. Art students also annotate 

and describe their intentions in creating work. Some art students and artists 

such as Sophie Calle, Mark Titchner, Ed Ruscha, Tracey Emin, Fiona Banner 

and Thurle Wright, use text or speech in their work to explore language as an 

artform and to define or raise ideas. 
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(Fig.15) Fiona Banner Concrete Poetry 2002 
 
Foucault makes the distinction that language and knowledge are not identical, 

so as to become indiscernible from one another. Language is a means of 

communication that is learned in discourse with others. Knowledge occurs 

when the subject reflects on the information it is presented with. In art 

education, knowledge is transmitted in the form of taught techniques and 

modelled behaviour patterns that present what are considered to be effective 

ways of proceeding in the world, as confirmed by the cultural capital of creative 

and historical precedent.  

 
Language is knowledge only in an unreflecting form; it imposes itself on individuals 
from the outside, guiding them willy nilly, towards notions that may be concrete or 
abstract, exact or with little foundation. Knowledge on the other hand, is like a 
language whose every word has been examined and every relation verified. 
(Foucault 2002, 96) 
 

A person may listen to something that is said to them, or read a text and recall 

nothing. Equally an individual can approach a work of art and take nothing from 

it in the form of meaning or understanding. Language, including visual language 

is less anchored than knowledge – which is defined and accountable. Without 

knowledge, speech may therefore be liberated without being liberating. 

 

Removed due to copyright
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In later works such as Fearless Speech (1983, 2001 edn.) Foucault referred to 

the ancient Greeks’ philosophy of parrhesia, which is freedom to speak the truth 

and to be true to oneself. However this free speech meant that the subject put 

themselves at risk. There was always an imbalance of power involved, ‘The 

parrhesiaste is always less powerful than the one with whom he 

speaks.’(Foucault 2001b, 18) To attain free speech and voice one’s 

autonomous beliefs puts the subject in some danger: a teacher may need to 

face the discomfort and risk of negotiating with management figures, in order to 

secure better working conditions. A student needs to take risks and may need 

to challenge the advice of a teacher, at the implied risk of failure, in order to 

pursue experimental ideas.  

 

Foucault describes how the Greeks began to associate positive parrhesia, 

rather than negative ‘chatter,’ with education. He refers to Plutarch’s The 

Education of Children, 

 
In order for parrhesia to have positive political effects it must now be linked to a good 
education, to intellectual and moral formation…only then will parrhesia be more than 
thorubos or sheer vocal noise. (Ibid. 66) 

 
Positive freedom of speech became associated with an educated sensibility 

and social responsibility. Foucault’s interest in parrhesia is pursued alongside 

other techniques of self such as the care of the self. I will be discussing these 

techniques of self development and self knowledge in Part 2 of this chapter. 

Foucault writes that parrhesia was regarded ‘as an art of life {techne tou biou} 

(Ibid.23). 

 

Sartre’s philosophy of the relationship between the subject and language is less 

ordered than Foucault’s. The individual is able to leap creatively into ‘the free 

project of a sentence.’ There is still a risk taken in this leap. The liberation of the 

self occurs in the spontaneity of the spoken word, which may appear in infinite 

forms. The subject as ‘presence-to’ exists prior to language, but the subject 

attempts to ‘learns its being’ in using language as a means of communicating 
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ideas and intentions for-others. For Sartre speech is a positive leap for 

freedom: 

Thus it is within the free project of the sentence that the laws of speech are 
organised; … Freedom is the only possible foundation of the laws of language.  
(Sartre 2003, 538) 

Although this statement is cathartic, there are limits to the free project of speech 

in the conditioned usage of language, within an understood vocabulary. People 

can only communicate in a language that others understand: they form self-

knowledge on the basis of how others communicate with them. And if this Other 

is culturally dominant, then the subject’s communication is often confined and 

their sense of self is not reflected. 

 
We resign ourselves to seeing ourselves through the Other’s eyes; this means that 
we attempt to learn our being through the relations of language. (Ibid. 377) 

 

The prevalence of the dominant cultural voice, as the Other through which the 

subject receives a skewed self-image, impacts upon the contemporary learning 

environment in its non-representation of the multi-cultural student presence. The 

‘correct’ use of English excludes Patois and other versions of English, just as the 

widespread mono-cultural teaching of art privileges white European artists. In 

relation to my Question 1, regarding the potential for application of existential and 

post-structural concepts for teachers and practitioners, I would say that the ‘free 

project of the sentence’ is often thwarted for many students by culturally 

regulated discourses that give a coded entry into different levels of education as 

Foucauldian ‘discursive domains.’ Therefore I propose that an exploration of 

existential freedom of speech within pedagogical interaction, requires a 

contradiction of this mono-cultural voice, through inclusive discursive learning 

activities and culturally aware choices of focus artists.  
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Part 2 Activating Theory  - The Subject as Creative Action 
 
In Sartre’s philosophy, subjectivity relates to hermeneutics of the self’s 

intentionality or ‘free-will’. This theory is intended to empower the subject to take 

action and make changes in their contingent environment. In Being and 

Nothingness, first published in 1943, Sartre also encounters the pre-conscious 

self which is not articulated in discourse, participating in life as a totality that the 

individual ego cannot fully comprehend. Consciousness becomes existent in 

registering ontological and social conditions: ‘All consciousness is consciousness 

of something’ (Sartre 2004b, 11).  

 

In addition to existentialism, Sartre is aligned with phenomenology. Being and 

Nothingness is subtitled ‘An essay on phenomenological ontology.’ This branch 

of philosophy designates consciousness to the agent who becomes aware of the 

phenomena around it, as the objects of consciousness revealed through lived 

experience. Heidegger, Husserl and Merleau-Ponty also located consciousness 

in the perceptions of the subject in the first person. In addition to being influenced 

by Heidegger’s dasein (being there) and mitsein (being-with)  – as discussed in 

Part 1 of this chapter, Sartre also reflected upon Husserl’s theory of intentionality.  

 
Husserl drew the principle that all consciousness, by its very nature, is a 
consciousness 'of', in other words, is intentional. (Macann 1993, 3) 

 
Engagement in lived experience is the process by which subjectivity is formed, 

as a person become conscious of the world around them. However Sartre differs 

from Husserl in that his modes of being-in-itself, for-itself and for-others represent 

a consciousness that cannot be at one with itself, it can never be fulfilled – 

whereas Husserl presumes a unity of consciousness.  

 

Freire’s theory is also influenced by Husserl’s concept of intentionality, as a 

volitional movement towards comprehending reality – as the occurrence of 

something: 
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The human being is a conscious body. His or her consciousness, with its 
“intentionality” towards the world, is always consciousness of something. It is in a 
permanent state of moving towards reality. Hence the condition of the human being is 
to be in constant relationship to the world.  
(Freire 2007, 130) 

 
In existentialist and phenomenological philosophy, consciousness is relational to 

the perceived, the represented and acknowledged: ‘being is and nothingness is 

not.’ (Sartre 2003, 39). If the subject is aware of the ‘nothingness’ that is currently 

unknown or non-existent he or she attributes to it the significations of emptiness 

and the void: ‘like the fullness of what is not’ (Sartre 2003, 43) In addition to great 

questions of existence, such as those relating to freedom and power, this 

nothingness is encountered by the subject within the everyday, the mundane and 

the lack of something, which is reached into by being-for-itself. 

 
Those little pools of non-being which we encounter each instant in the depth of being. 
I say, “Pierre is not there,” “I have no money,” etc….Will someone say that each 
attribute refused, each being denied is taken up by one and the same extra-mundane 
nothingness, that non-being is like the fullness of what is not, that the world is 
suspended in non-being as the real is suspended in the heart of possibilities?  
(Ibid. 43)  

 
Sartre draws a parallel between nothingness as ‘the world suspended in non-

being’ and being as ‘the real suspended in the heart of possibilities.’ These 

conditions are weighed in their immanent suspense, and the subject’s deferred 

recognition of them. It seems as if the real is in the belief in possibility, and 

nothingness is absence – as the world is suspended in the vacuum of space. 

To explore this concept of being and nothingness in relation to education, 

a student who is denied their self-defined attributes and their self-aware 

‘presence to self’, who is working in the experiential nothingness of passive 

learning towards assessment requirements, can experience their education as 

a kind of non-being in comparison to their extra-curricular and subsequent 

experiences. This condition of existential nothingness can be identified as an 

imbalance towards the pre-conscious, passive in-itself without the drive towards 

fulfilment and realisation of the for-itself.  

 



 
 

62 

I have seen students ‘paralysed with nothingness’ and ‘at the origin of non-

being’ (Sartre 2003, 69) when asked to carry out a task for which they have no 

terms of reference, in language which is unfamiliar to them: they draw a blank. 

For example students with learning difficulties who are required to write 

annotations to pass their qualifications, sometimes can’t express their intentions 

in making the work: they cannot relate their artwork to anything they might have 

thought about themselves. In my analysis for Question 3, I will be exploring 

students’ relationships with their learning, to consider when and why this 

dissociation from their artwork occurs. 

 

In Sartre’s ontology, the liberated subject materialises as an active agent, people 

are described: ‘as creative action’ (Sartre 1948, What is Literature?, 163-164) 

Consciousness by definition is not an inert entity: it is the self’s evolving praxis - 

as the engagement in the contingent situations that life presents. Freire, like 

Sartre defines the existence of the self and of liberty as an active process:  

‘Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon their 

world in order to transform it.’ (Friere1996, 60). Active human consciousness is a 

productive life-force that makes decisions and carries out actions. Thomas R. 

Flynn notes that creative freedom and autonomy is highly important to both 

Sartre and Foucault. 

 
For each, the goal is to achieve a certain “autonomy”, not in the Kantian sense of 
“giving the law to oneself,” but in the aesthetico-moral sense of the unhindered 
exercise of one’s creative activity, though not simply for its own sake. Creative 
freedom offers a space for fruitful exchange between both thinkers – for Sartre the 
truth of freedom; for Foucault the freedom of truth. 
(Flynn 2005, Vol.2, 309)  
 

This ‘creative freedom’ is an exploration of individual and collective capacity for 

expanding upon given models of freedom and truth. In this sense both 

philosophers have relevance for pedagogical processes and practices as well 

as art practices, which critique and visualise possibilities for representing the 

subject’s creative freedom and agency. It is clear that Sartre and Foucault differ 

in their positions on the extent to which creative freedom is obtainable. Sartre’s 
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perspective extricates the subject from oppressive situations by the use of 

creative will power. The Foucauldian subject approaches freedom by learning 

to navigate networks of power/knowledge, identifying their role in the social 

equation and thereby becoming able to critically use power networks to their 

best advantage.  

 

The emphasis for Sartre is on the authenticity of creative freedom that has a 

socially proactive momentum in-itself and is true to the self.  Foucault in The 

Politics of Truth (ed. Lotringer, 2007) discusses the multiplicity of ‘truth’ which is 

established in different contexts according to agreed criteria. This train of 

thought can I think enable unestablished forms of contemporary teaching and 

learning in art to release artistic ‘truths’ from the domain of the orthodox. In 

relation to my first question of how such philosophical concepts can explain the 

working processes of teachers and practitioners, this research will encounter 

how teachers already apply what is subjectively true for them in their practice. 

In my analysis of data in response to question two, I will consider how truth is 

constructed by those who write and implement educational policy. The quiet 

voices of conscience, the challenging voices of dissidence, and those who 

acquiesce to the orthodox, all provide insight into how the politics of truth are 

formed in art education. 

 

Possibilities for the creative self and creative action are also explored by 

Foucault, particularly in his later work. He had theorised the subject’s 

relationship with power structures and the socially constructed subject in his 

earlier work. In his return to the subject as an individual with some agency, he 

ventures as far as to say that the self could be aesthetically created as ‘a work 

of art.’ 

 
What strikes me is the fact that in our society, art has become something which is 
related only to objects and not to individuals, or to life. That art is something which is 
specialised or which is done by experts who are artists. But couldn’t everyone’s life 
become a work of art? Why should the lamp or the house be an art object, but not 
our life? (Foucault 1983, ed. Rabinow 1991, 350) 
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When Foucault is then questioned about the differences of this perspective to 

Sartre’s existentialism, he extends his own argument for the aestheticised self. 

His reply is: 

 
I think that from the theoretical point of view, Sartre avoids the idea of the self as 
something which is given to us, but through the moral notion of authenticity he turns 
back to the idea that we have to be ourselves – to be truly our true self. I think that 
the only acceptable practical consequence of what Sartre has said is to link his 
theoretical insight to the practice of creativity – and not of authenticity. From the idea 
that the self is not given to us, I think that there is only one practical consequence: we 
have to create ourselves as works of art. 
(Ibid. 351)   

 
Foucault appears to have taken on the Sartrean idea of ‘creative action,’ which 

is central to Sartre’s idea of subjectivity – as the subject is formed in the 

process of attempting to fulfil and realise the self. However Foucault rejects the 

moralistic notion of authenticity as an antiquated concept.  The creative self can 

thereby experiment with a range of different identities. This possibility is 

explored by artists such as Cindy Sherman (Fig.17) and Yasumasa Morimura, 

who reinvent themselves as different characters, situating self-portraits in a 

range of cultural and art historical settings (Fig.16). Morimura also frequently 

changes gender in his images. These artists use prosthetics and disguises, so 

that in some of their photographs they are unrecognisable.  

               
(Fig. 16) Yasumasa Morimura 2008                      (Fig. 17) Cindy Sherman 
as The Girl with a Pearl Earring, after                    Untitled Film Still #13, 1978   
Vermeer 1665-67 

Removed due to copyrightRemoved due to copyright
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A further example of such transformation of self within contemporary practice is 

Yinka Shonibare’s situation of himself as a man with power in reconstructed 

historical settings where black people would have been slaves (Fig. 18). In this 

transfiguration of self, the artists can be seen as exploring Foucauldian 

‘technologies of the self’ –“arts of the self”– by which we can constitute 

ourselves as subjects’ (Danaher, Schirato, Webb, 2000, 148). They are 

experimenting with different aesthetic forms of identity, to know different facets 

of themselves in relation to others who are perceived as different. There is a 

‘care of the self’ in Sherman’s self-portraits as a young woman, aspiring to be a 

film actress, and in Shonibare’s visual dismantling of the imbalance of power 

that has affected African-Caribbean people since the days of slavery. In the 

context of my research, I think the potential for agency and self-transformation 

of Foucauldian technologies of self are especially relevant to those in art 

education, although Foucault would note that the aestheticised self is applicable 

to all in ‘our life.’ 

 

 

 
(Fig.18) Yinka Shonibare Diary of a Vicrorian Dandy – 14.00 hours, 1998 

 
 

Removed due to copyright
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Authenticity, Truth Games and Technology of Self  
 
The problematic of authenticity as truth to artistic vision has always played a 

role within the artworld. A painting may be authenticated as a Leonardo da 

Vinci, by examining the style of painting, the age and type of pigments used, 

and the relationship of this particular work to other known works. Yet how much 

of this masterpiece was created by assistants, who may have painted 

background details and even hands and feet? A similar dilemma occurs with 

works of contemporary art, how does the artist affirm and identify their signature 

style to differentiate themselves from others? And when does a copy, 

reinterpreted again become an ‘original’ work of art? Copyist work abounded 

throughout the centuries, continuing even through the 20th century modernist 

phase of individual genius, into the flagrant appropriation of the Pop Artists – 

who proclaimed the social construction of their influences. 

 

In art education questions of authenticity arise in that the teacher occasionally 

has to question whether a particular student has actually made a piece of work, 

or whether it has been appropriated from another artist. In addition students 

may copy and paste chunks of text from the internet to insert in their research 

or essays without acknowledging their sources. These are recurrent issues of 

inauthentic work as plagiarism, but other questions of authenticity may also be 

raised – for example in terms of the student’s choice of response to an exam 

theme: is it an area they are really interested in, or have they had to conceal an 

idea which is more true-to-self because it is unconventional or less validated? 

 
The Sartrean concept of ‘authenticity’ can be described as the subject’s commitment 
to personal aims and beliefs. Those who have swayed opportunistically from being 
true to themselves are in Sartre’s practising ‘self-negation’ or ‘bad faith’. 
(Sartre 2003, 71)  

 
Foucault argued that the humanist ideal of the subject staying true to personal 

beliefs could result in truth to destructive human endeavours. He found that the 

umbrella of ‘humanism’ had been used to justify such a wide range of beliefs as 

to be intrinsically meaningless. 
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Marxism has been a humanism, so have existentialism and personalism; there was a 
time when people supported the humanistic values represented by National 
Socialism, and when the Stalinists themselves said they were humanists.  
(Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 1991, 44) 
 

In the frame of National Socialism or Stalinism, ‘humanism’ became a 

manipulable signifier which was lent to inhuman causes. Sartre, who is 

associated with humanism, also noted that the term had been widely 

disseminated without a particular meaning. He mentions the ‘vague humanism, 

which was later to be called “the humanities” (Sartre 2010, 64) which was a 

vehicle for ‘transmitting Christian ideology’ (Ibid. 64). For those who can define 

the significance of humanism, and reclaim its potential for validating human 

action and encouraging the subject’s self-direction, the collection of ideas which 

inform humanism may still have a place in contemporary schematics of thought.  

 

I would argue that people need to state and commit to their beliefs in order to 

be heard, so that their voices do not dissipate into a sea of alternative 

possibilities. Those beliefs which remain consistent, while others fall away in 

the process of experiences which prove them untenable, become part of the 

subject’s sense-of-self. In a comparable sense, an artist’s commitment to 

identified practices asserts the relational links between series of artworks, as 

work which has been made by them in ‘good faith.’ However this good faith may 

be still be maintained in further series of work that explore different strands of 

thought and alternative processes for making work. Sartre defines the 

difference between the subject’s good and bad faith: 

 
Good faith wishes to flee the “not-believing-what-one-believes” by finding refuge in 
being. Bad faith flees by taking refuge in “not believing-what-one believes”. It has 
disarmed all beliefs in advance... (Sartre 2003, 92)  

 
Bad faith for Sartre is when the subject practices self-deception and collusion 

with the hegemonic status-quo, to become an ‘inert presence as a passive 

object in the midst of other objects’ (Sartre 2003, 81).  Bad-faith in education 

can be uncovered in the functioning of the hidden curriculum, which is theorised 

by John Holt (1976) and Michael Apple (1995), and is also discussed by Sartre 
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and Foucault. This theory analyses latent motivations of education, which are 

observed to channel students towards careers deemed suitable for their social 

class. Sartre describes this process of social engineering – which divides 

society into the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’: 

 
If it is still necessary for parents to be well-off, if the practice of giving scholarships is 
not widespread, then the future doctor appears in his own eyes as a member of the 
moneyed classes…In contrast, for the man who does not meet the required 
conditions, medicine becomes his lack, his non-humanity (all the more so as many 
other careers are closed to him at the same time). 
(Sartre 1968, 95) 
 

These observations become all the more relevant in an era when university 

fees have risen dramatically and working class aspirations towards graduate 

careers are being thwarted. Foucault also notes how the powerful social 

classes maintain their status through the stratification of the education system. 

 
All teaching systems which appear simply to disseminate knowledge, are made to 
maintain a certain social class in power; and to exclude the instruments of power of 
another social class. (Foucault in Chomsky and Foucault 2006, 40) 
 

I will be exploring hidden curriculum theory as it relates to interview data from 

teachers and policy makers, in Chapters 4 and 5. In the sense of hidden 

curriculum as ‘bad faith’, practitioners who claim to be achieving the highest 

possible standards for students, according to their individual needs, may at root 

be packaging them like commodities for designated markets and social strata.  

Foucault’s opposition to the concept of authenticity stems from the initial 

question of ‘being true to what and to whom?’ If the subject is constructed by 

the society around them, rather than having existential agency and self-

generated forms of truth, the sense of ‘truth’ - or a plurality of truths is 

conditioned by structures, including universities and schools, that form regimes 

of truth and by the prevalent episteme - or era of knowledge.  

 
It [truth] is the object, under diverse forms, of immense diffusion and consumption 
(circulating through apparatuses of education and information whose extent is 
relatively broad in the social body, notwithstanding certain strict limitations) it is 
produced and transmitted under the control, dominant if not exclusive of a few great 
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political and economic apparatuses (university, army, writing, media); lastly it is the 
issue of a whole political debate and social confrontation. 
(Foucault 1984, ed. P. Rabinow, p.73, in Danaher, Schirato and Webb 2000, 41)  
 

Truth is predicated as not a singular unity defined intentionally by the subject, 

but as a complexity of ‘truth games’ that are activated by dominant forces in 

society rather than by individuals. Social power networks regulate what is 

ethically considered ‘true’, perhaps by masking expedient measures taken in 

the name of ‘truth’, or by shaping truth in the form of current ethical agendas. 

As Danaher, Schirato and Webb state: ‘Foucault’s point is to problematise the 

question of truth’ (2000, 42) Being true to oneself becomes a power game of 

collusion and opinion, mediated through the distribution of knowledge to 

achieve particular social effects. 

 

Foucault’s affirmative philosophy of the self, by which the subject manages, 

cares for and supervises itself and its impulses, are termed ‘techniques of the 

self.’  Foucault again describes the genealogy of his contemporary perspective:  

 
Reading Seneca, Plutarch, and all those people, I discovered that there were a very 
great number of problems or themes about the self, the ethics of the self, the 
technology of the self, and I had the idea of writing a book composed of a set of 
separate studies, papers about such and such aspects of ancient, pagan 
technologies of the self. 
(Foucault, ed. Rabinow 1991, 342) 

 
Foucault enters into the technology of self in his three volume study of The 

History of Sexuality. There have also been posthumous publications of a series 

of lectures that he gave at the College de France in 1981-1982; in my data 

analysis I refer to The Hermeneutics of the Subject (Foucault 2005). Foucault 

also gave a seminar ‘Technologies of the Self’ at the University of Vermont in 

1982, which is published in a book of the same name (Foucault 1982 in eds. 

Martin et al1988). Foucault emphasises the global practice of techniques of 

self, but exemplifies their formation in pedagogical practices. 

 
‘Techniques of the self can be found in all cultures in different forms…they are 
frequently linked to the techniques for the direction of others. For example, if we take 
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educational institutions, we realise that one is managing others and teaching them to 
manage themselves.’ 
(Foucault, ed. Rabinow 1991, 369) 

 
As teachers manage what they consider to be ethical, right and true, as they 

model how to govern themselves and their interactions with others, they are 

both intentionally and unconsciously influencing their students’ subjectivity. 

Teachers who can pause to reflect on their practice, who review and ascertain 

the anticipated and actual effects upon students of their teaching methods, are 

thereby practising technologies of self which may encourage the development 

of such practices of reflexive subjectivity in their students. Danaher et al explain 

the connotations of Foucault’s technologies of the self as: ‘a series of 

techniques that allow individuals to work on themselves by regulating their 

bodies, their thoughts and their conduct.’ (2000, 128) These techniques are 

developed through reflexive practices which build knowledge of how the self 

relates to the social structures around it.  

 
One of the important technologies of the self is self-knowledge: ‘knowing the self’ 
involves determining the truth about the self, because only in knowing this truth can 
we work on ourselves to achieve perfectability.  (Ibid. 2000, 129) 
 

If the truth, or our truths are constantly changing, as Foucault suggests they 

are, then this critique of truth, knowing of the self would need to be a constantly 

practiced ‘care of the self.’ Foucault’s third volume of The History of Sexuality is 

titled The Care of the Self (1984) ; Danaher et al  note that: ‘in Greco-Roman 

and early Christian philosophies and practices… the instruction ‘take care of 

yourself’, actually meant ‘know yourself.’ (2000,129). Foucault discusses the 

relationship between care and knowledge of the self in The Hermeneutics of the 

Subject (2005). These technologies of the self were as entwined as 

power/knowledge in Roman and Hellenic philosophy. I will discuss the 

importance of the care of self in regard to educational practices in response to 

Questions 1 and 3.  
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Sartrean Free-Commitment versus Foucauldian Complicity in 
Power Networks 
 
In existentialist philosophy, the subject is an agent who can uphold the 

responsibility brought by their freedom as an ethical choice. The individual can 

therefore make ‘a free commitment’ (Sartre1973,47) to causes in society, 

including political causes, in which they may bring about a change during their 

lifetime.  

 
Sartre’s entrance into theoretical history is guided by the twin and interrelated values 
of moral integrity (call it “existential authenticity with a social conscience” or what in 
the 1960s he termed the ideal of “integral man”) and aesthetic coherence (the appeal 
of freedoms to one another). (Flynn1997, Vol.1, xi)  

 
In this description it is recognised that although human beings are seen to 

assign themselves to social issues, and to put a combination of aspects of their 

being into these causes, there is a plurality of freedoms which is recognised. 

The meaning of freedom itself is found in subjective interpretations of the 

abstract concept.  

 

If we are to relate these concepts to education, one might say that ideally, 

students aged 16-19 would be able to make a Sartrean ‘free-commitment’ to 

their courses of study that they believe will be most fulfilling for them. Subjective 

free-commitment is in Sartre’s philosophy is an ongoing alignment with 

personal beliefs and aims, and with political social causes. However there are 

factors within education that ensure that the choice of study areas is not free for 

the majority of students. There are plans for education to become compulsory 

until the age of 18, a modification from the Labour government’s 14-19 

directive; one could hope that the range of courses available will increase and 

that differentiated access to courses at all levels will enable art education to 

become more responsive to the requirements of individual students. In relation 

to my second question around government policy, there may also be cutbacks 

on many courses, due to a lack of appropriate infrastructure or professional 

development. In this sense ‘progress’ could be towards providing an adaptable, 
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channelled workforce and avoiding the ‘NEETs’4 syndrome, of those young 

people set adrift from productive participation in society. Freedom and 

autonomy could increasingly become concepts considered detrimental to 

responsible citizenship. 

 

Foucault also believed in a plurality of freedoms and in the social changes 

brought about by the struggle for freedom; some of these changes are 

revolutionary and some work within the existing power networks. 

 
There are many different kinds of revolution, roughly speaking as many kinds as 
there are possible subversive recodifications of power relations which form the basis 
for the functioning of the state.  
(Foucault 1972-77, ed. Rabinow 1991, 64) 

 

For teachers to work with students, rather than assuming a position of elevation 

can seem to be a revolutionary pedagogical approach. Art educators who build 

more egalitarian forums for discussion can become conversant with what 

students see as their developing life projects. Within the scope of their 

foreseeable future, their ‘human project’ as Sartre would term it, these personal 

projects are bound to change, adapting to new interests and unforeseen 

circumstances. Students’ education in art can meet them along this changeable 

route, and it must be noted that artists have related to all life experiences – their 

own and those of others, in addition to experiences which are only imaginable.  

 

Students who do not have economically privileged backgrounds, such as those I 

have taught in London colleges and in school sixth-forms, need to be able to 

think and act creatively to reach a sense of moving towards self-fulfilment. 

Perhaps in the sense that, as Sartre and Foucault have both acknowledged, 

struggle is part of freedom, so too struggle is part of creativity. Many great 

contemporary artists have emerged from the struggles of their childhood and 

have asserted themselves against restrictive elements of their education. My 

                                                
4 Not in Education, Employment or Training 
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observation of students’ struggles to achieve autonomy and equally my own 

experiences in art education, have brought me to this philosophical enquiry, to 

the questions I am pursuing towards a plurality of freedoms. 

 

Sartrean existentialism is often described as a philosophy of engagement and 

by Peter Hallward as ‘interventionist’ in his preface to Alain Badiou’s Ethics: an 

Essay on the Understanding of Evil (1993). Hallward links the thinking of 

Badiou with Sartre, and with Marx, Freud and Lenin, in this respect. Sartre’s 

vision of the political agent was of the committed activist who would not stand 

by and watch a crime against humanity. Though he recognised that subjects 

are manipulated by merchants of propaganda, and the seductive market forces 

of capitalism, they can also work themselves out of such predicaments if they 

choose to. Within teaching, the politics of intervention and engagement are at 

the fore. Teachers cannot stand back and let anything happen in their 

classroom, yet they can and do disengage from the curriculum they are 

teaching and from their own values in practice. The risk of dissenting to 

institutional requirements can be the loss of their professional positions and 

their livelihoods. The threat of that loss is often enough to make teachers go 

quietly along with the system. 

 

When developing this comparative study of Sartre and Foucault in relation to 

pedagogical practice I noted similarities of approach, in addition to their well 

documented differences. They were both politically motivated, they knew each 

other and worked to form the left wing Libération paper in the 1970s. They 

agreed that struggle was the basis for history, and the only route to freedom. 

Also, after initially detailing the effects of power structures on identity, Foucault 

began later in life to return to possibilities for the proactive subject through his 

investigation of Roman and Hellenistic technologies of self. In this he could be 

seen as becoming closer to the dismissed existentialism of his youth, or 

alternatively as providing a contradiction to the argument that he had denied the 

subject any agency.  
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Yet their differences place them within systems of thought that are intently 

oppositional. Sartre takes a phenomenological perspective, proceeding with the 

subject as an agent in processes of creative action and social transformation; in 

this he was influenced by Husserl’s concept of intentionality. He was a humanist, 

focusing on the human subject as the key determinant in social change. He 

theorises the ontological constitution of the subject via a triad of modes of self 

that correspond to temporal situations. His concept of intersubjectivity is one of 

conflicted otherness – rather than the community of mitsein, which shows 

however the influence of Heidegger upon Sartre’s existentialism. Sartre’s focus 

on free-will and freedom concentrate on the emancipation of the subject from 

capitalist institutions, and he presents such power as an oppressive force for 

domination. 

 

While Sartre was primarily a philosopher and writer, Foucault preferred to 

traverse areas – theorising across history, sociology, linguistics and psychology. 

Foucault commenced by discarding the subject-centred concepts of humanism, 

in favour of the social construction of subjectivity through discourses of 

power/knowledge. The measure of freedom that the subject can attain is in 

negotiated autonomy, achieved by navigating power structures.  Foucault 

explores the regulatory functions of power networks through transhistorical 

comparisons between disciplinary, pedagogical and governmental structures. But 

he also concludes that power is maintained through its positive functions in 

building communication and transferring knowledge. Foucault’s comparative 

studies across different ‘epistemes’ or historical eras were influenced by 

Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals – which showed how ethical positions had 

changed through history. Foucault’s layered concept of history and his focus on 

discourse in the formation of subjectivity locate him within post-structuralism. 

 

In this chapter I have presented the theoretical concepts which are the basis for 

my approach to this research. In Chapter 3 I will discuss how I planned, reviewed 
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and justified my techniques and principles in building a qualitative research 

mixed-methodology to apply this theory in practice. 
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3 
 

Methodology 
 
I have approached this research with reference to specific situations in the 

practice of others and my own teaching, which have required close analysis and 

comparative study. I have used a mixed methodology, including thematic 

analysis, and philosophical discourse analysis of semi-structured interviews and 

of action research in my practice. Notes on my data coding processes are 

presented in Appendix 1. In this chapter I will discuss my choice of research 

methods and the rationale for my selection of participants. I will present my 

position on interviews as co-constructive processes. My ethical considerations 

will be explained, and then I enter the debate around using interviews as 

research data. 

 

Selecting Methods and Participants – Issues involved 
 

When planning this research I decided that it would be most productive to 

interview participants in three pedagogical domains who have different roles in 

the field of art education, and who would therefore be likely to have diverse 

responses to issues of freedom and autonomy. This was the reasoning for my 

selection of teachers and practitioners, policy makers and senior management, 

and students of art and design. The participants in these domains required 

specific means of selection and appropriate methods of gaining access.  

 

I interviewed 29 participants in total: 11 teachers, artist-teachers, gallery 

educators and a summer university organiser; 8 policy makers and figures in 

senior management and 10 students. I chose two participants to focus on for 

each question, who were marked out by their contrasting work roles and 

positions on the issues involved, to show the polarity of views and experiences 

emerging in response to the interview questions. For Question 1 I compared the 
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data from a sixth-form teacher and a gallery educator working in non-formal 

education. Both already had theoretical approaches to practice but applied their 

critical thinking in different areas of art education. For Question 2 I focused on a 

participant with high status in art and design policy making, in contrast with an 

Assistant Principal at my workplace who had very negative impressions of policy. 

And for the students featuring in Question 3, I analysed the responses of a Level 

3 BTEC Art and Design student and an AS Fine Art student, who represented the 

academic/vocational divide highlighted by policy makers as a barrier to freedom 

in art education. I also referred to data from a focus group of four students who 

were considered ‘low ability’ and had a range of learning difficulties and literacy 

issues. 

 

To gather data for my first question, which relates to issues of freedom and 

autonomy for teachers and practitioners, I requested interviews from people I 

knew or friends of colleagues. I had varying degrees of prior contact with my 

research subjects, the majority of them I had encountered previously in my work. 

They therefore had knowledge of me in other capacities to that of my role as a 

researcher. I found that we were able to develop a rapport in the interviews and 

to have a background of some shared experience. Here I will refer to Stephen 

Ball who records that when addressing the ‘organisational underworld’ (Hoyle 

1982, 87) the interviewees he knew gave him a required ‘degree of trust.’ He 

says, ‘not surprisingly the better I knew my interviewee the more candid the 

disclosures tended to be’ (1991, 178-179)  

 

Of the 11 teachers and practitioners 7 were female and 4 male. There were two 

African-Caribbean participants, but ethnicity was mainly white British with 7 

participants in this band, also a white Australian and a white American. It could 

be said that the female gender and white ethnicity weighting reflect the wider 

gender and ethnicity trends in art education. 
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There were still some guarded areas of resistance: teachers at other colleges felt 

anxiety at discussing disagreements with management, when responding to my 

question about how they work with rules and assessment procedures.  The 

teachers and practitioners who I had met only briefly presented issues of trust 

which did not occur with the participants with whom I had more prolonged 

contact. I interviewed teachers, artist teachers, gallery educators and a summer 

university educator - focusing on the differences amongst them, for a stronger 

and more comparative analysis  (Wengraf 2006, 345) and on the level of depth 

and reflection in their responses.  

 

For the second group of research participants, the policy makers who are in elite 

positions in the field of Art and Design education, I had to recourse to finding a 

‘gate keeper’ who would validate my research and recommend me to other policy 

makers. The people in these positions of power are a small group who network 

with each other. After being interviewed, the gate keeper gave me several 

contacts and I was able to mention his name in email correspondence to request 

interviews. I received a positive response from nearly all of the people he 

recommended, who possibly then began to view the interview as part of their 

status and role in policy, rather than as a distraction from matters of concern. His 

assistance enabled me to conduct five more interviews with senior figures in Art 

and Design policy. When I did not mention the gate keeper I received no 

response at all, however I did also get to interview one person in a local 

government position who was unknown to my initial contact. I interviewed two 

female and four male policy makers. All of these participants were white British. I 

approached a policy maker with African-Caribbean ethnicity, but I did not receive 

a response. 

 

I found myself entertained by many of the policy makers’ stories and by their 

knowledge of educational policy, which scarcely enters the discussions of 

teachers who are not in management positions. In this sense I was clearly the 

‘novice’ who was no threat to their open communication. Had I been more 
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familiar with the acronyms and shorthand they used to describe aspects of their 

work I may have seemed more knowledgeable, but also potentially more 

contentious. It was interesting that my experience of power difference with the 

policy makers was deferred by their working activity being in different institutional 

power structures to the type of institution that I work in, i.e. national organisations 

rather than localised colleges and schools. 

 

I also interviewed two members of the Senior Management Team where I work. 

Both participants were white British males. The female and African-Caribbean 

members of the SMT declined the interview. These interviews were the most 

difficult to arrange in that I had to wait four months before they would allocate me 

time, and there were several cancellations. The hierarchy of middle and upper 

management was still maintained in the interview situation. In this sense the 

‘Power sources outside the interview situation’ which ‘inevitably have to be taken 

into account’ (Wengraf 2006,197) were immediately present inside the interview 

situation.  

 

Foucault identifies how particular discourses of power are mobilised around 

institutional practices and interviews are part of how these discourses circulate; 

indeed they are how one usually enters the institution in the first place – by being 

a successful interview candidate. Briggs describes Foucault’s perspective which 

‘suggests that it is the circulation of discourse among a range of institutional 

contexts that imbues interviews with the power to shape contemporary life.’ 

(Briggs, ed. Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 498) 

 

Although the interviews have provided great insight for me into policy 

development and the problems involved in its implementation, I have however 

needed to resource this research with additional data, including historical policy 

documents and records of responses in educational theory and the media to 

post-2010 changes in the National Curriculum for Art & Design, the scrapping of 

the 14-19 Directive, Every Child Matters and the Creative Offer and increases in 
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university fees. Policy deals with a macroscopic perspective, which I think only 

begins to have communicable meaning for practitioners and students when 

analysed in correspondence with micro, or focused, implications for pedagogy. 

The third group of research participants were students at the Sixth Form College 

where I teach. The Head of Department permitted eight hour-long interviews in 

non-contact time, which confined this research group more than the others. 

Although the teachers and practitioners were told that the interview would take 

about an hour, to fit in with their busy schedules, they could talk longer if they 

wanted to. The policy makers nearly all talked for more than an hour, the longest 

interview took two hours nine minutes. 

 

However I did actually interview ten students: a female and two male Level 3 

BTEC students; a male and female Level 2 BTEC students, two female A Level 

Textiles students and two female and a male AS Level Fine Art students. I also 

conducted a group discussion with four male Level 2 students considered ‘lower 

ability’. The Sixth Form College has multi-cultural student body, but few white 

British students, reflecting the local population and also the ‘white flight’ that was 

evident in the year that the college opened, when most white, particularly middle 

class, students left to go to other colleges.  Ethnicities represented by the student 

participants were: 6 African-Caribbean students; 3 Turkish; 2 African; 2 Asian 

and 1 Brazilian. The asymmetries of power were here weighted towards me as a 

teacher. I have the social privileges of age and profession, and I am a white 

middle class woman researching the experiences of students who are all working 

class and with different cultural heritage.  In my interviews I attempted to address 

this cultural difference by including and encouraging references to students’ 

ethnic and youth cultures and by transcribing their spoken discourses to include 

their own patterns of speech. 

 

I had privileges of access to students in being a member of the staff, and I have 

also researched some areas that interest the Senior Management – such as 

student independence and active learning so that I could potentially ‘take 
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advantage of unique circumstances or timely events’  (Adler and Adler in ed. 

Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 165). My workplace was an ‘opportunistic research 

site’ (Ibid. 165) mainly because I could not get to speak to students at other 

schools and colleges. Had I been able to secure time release I would have also  

liked to interview students elsewhere. However I have also been able to extend 

observation of participants in longitudinal research of students during their 

courses of study at the Sixth Form College. And in terms of my own teaching 

practice, researching my workplace has facilitated the inclusion of action 

research. 

 

As I wanted to interview students who I did not teach, to remove the conditioning 

factor of my role as their teacher, I had to carefully negotiate interviews with A 

Level students taught by the Head of Department and by another colleague. I did 

not have the freedom to go into their groups to discuss who might want to 

participate. I therefore asked them to put my interview request to students who 

they thought would contribute their opinions. I said they did not need to be high 

achievers, just willing to participate and to talk. In the event they chose to ask 

students who were high achievers, perhaps as dependable subjects. The 

vocational students appeared to have more autonomy in their participation. I was 

relieved when students did not feel obliged to participate. I was also pleased 

when a Level 3 BTEC student declined to participate and then changed his mind, 

because he saw benefits in it for himself in terms of preparation for university 

interviews.  

 

To balance the A Level teachers’ choice of vocal high achievers, I interviewed a 

focus group of underachieving students on the Level 2 BTEC course I was 

leading. This small group discussion was in a more conversational setting, as an 

apparent adjunct to their catch up activities – although their consent had been 

sought the week previously. Eder and Fingerson write, 
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We argue that the adult researcher’s power can be reduced while making the 
interviewing context more natural if children are interviewed as a group rather than 
individuals.  
(Eder and Fingerson in ed. Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 34) 
  

The focus group’s intersubjective and collective responses, with the added 

confidence of being in the company of others in their position, provided a 

poignant insight into their perception of a ‘gate’ that was closed to them in 

education. The impassable gate had appeared because they were struggling to 

meet the ‘gate keeper’ of the assessment criteria for written work. 

 

I interviewed the other students individually because I wanted to explore the 

possibility of autonomous voices. I aimed also to evade peer pressure, which 

had emerged in class group discussions and which some students mentioned 

in their interviews as a reason for their reticence in speaking up in class. Peer 

pressure also occurred in the focus group of four students. I intended to 

approach the interviews in a relaxed conversational manner, although I could 

not remove the power associations of being a recognised teacher in the art 

department. I wanted to create alternative discourses to those related with the 

pressures of tutorials and assessment feedback. To some extent I think I 

achieved this, and a number of the students said that they would like to have 

more one-to-one discussion sessions and more experiences of interview 

situations. It appeared therefore that a kind of reciprocity was established. 

 

The mixed methodology has also included action research of my teaching 

practice. I take the stance that I am also a participant in this research. In this 

sense the applications for existential and post-structural theory have been 

actively explored in my own practice. I have written projects for students of Art 

and Design that are intended to investigate my theories for putting philosophy 

into practice. These projects, which are discussed in Chapter 7, include the       

I Can project for BTEC Level 2 Diploma Art and Design, which is intended to 

explore positive thinking and free-will, plus the ability to challenge one’s 

limitations and contingent surroundings. The Power project for BTEC Extended 
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Diploma Art and Design brought in philosophical quotes with experimental 

photography and students’ creative interpretations of positive and negative 

power. 

 

I thought it may be interesting to carry out an exercise in which teachers and 

practitioners were given short accessible quotations by Sartre and Foucault and 

asked how they would plan an art project, which would explore the possibilities of 

these statements. I put this idea to participants who had already been 

interviewed and found that all but one were reluctant to participate. The 

exception was a colleague, Sam in Chapter 4, with whom I worked on the Power 

project as a collaborative venture. The participants who did not want to explore 

the use of philosophical quotes in art projects mainly gave time and curriculum 

constraints as their reasons. One, a Head of Department in an independent 

school, said that he thought the idea was too prescriptive, and that he asked 

students to find their own quotes – this was something his students were 

confident in approaching. 

 

In addition to planned projects, I have also drawn upon experiences that occur 

in the contingency of my work situation. There are unforeseen events that have 

become relevant to my research. For example, the actions of management and 

changes in teaching requirements only become apparent as they are passed on 

to the teaching staff. I also continued conversational exchanges with the 

students I had interviewed. I would not say that I have gained ‘complete’ data in 

this process, and I do not think this is actually possible, but I have used this 

range of methods to approach my research from different comparative angles. 
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Methodological Position 
 
To clarify my methodological stance, I am approaching this research by 

analysing data as it may be viewed through the lenses of Foucauldian post-

structuralism and Sartrean existentialism. My interest in this philosophy is 

towards a liberating activation of theory around agency in art education. In 

exploring the research data I am questioning whether and how existentialist and 

post-structural philosophical approaches may be applicable to Art and Design 

education for 16-19 year olds. I have found it necessary to reflect on theories of 

subjectivity in my research, to clarify who this freedom is for. Qualitative 

researchers are called upon to define their position on subjectivity, since they are 

analysing the possible meanings of research subjects’ discourse.  

 
Understanding the interview interaction between two people will depend on our 
model of human inter/subjectivity in general and our evolving model of these two 
subjectivities in particular.  
(Wengraf 2006, 46)  

 
My perspective on subjectivity has developed around my interest in how agency 

is constructed and navigated, through intersubjective relationships and personal 

choices. I align myself with Foucault’s later reflexive interpretations of subjectivity 

as negotiated agency and resistance of absorption into power networks. This 

negotiated agency can be effected through ‘techniques of self’ which create a 

more autonomous interface with power networks. I have an equivalent focus on 

Sartre’s ontology, in which subjectivity is constructed via three modes; the central 

substance of the self, ‘being-in-itself’ (Sartre 2003), becomes conscious of its 

lack and desire via ‘being-for-itself’. The naïve pre-conscious subject is 

decentralised and fissured by the arrival of active consciousness as ‘presence 

to.’  

 
‘Presence to self…supposes that an impalpable fissure has slipped into being. If 
being is present to itself, it is because it is not wholly itself.’ 
(Sartre 2003, 101) 
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This reflexive presence to the self in relation to otherness projects the subject 

into their experience of desired influences in the outside world and to 

intersubjective relationships ‘for-others.’ 

 

In exploring how existential and post-structural theories are activated in practice I 

use investigative thematic analysis and philosophical discourse analysis.  
In DA the task is to study discourse as texts and talk in social practices [as]…the 
medium for interaction: analysis of discourse becomes analysis of what people do 
with discourse in specific social settings. 
(Alvesson 2002, 68 - with reference to Potter 1997, 146) 
 

Further to analysing ‘what people do with discourse,’ my explorations of the 

subject behind the discourse extend to philosophical ideas that emerge in the 

process of interviews. In this I draw upon the concept of Foucauldian ‘Big 

Discourse’ (Alvesson 2002, 120) a term which refers to how discourses operate 

within institutions and power networks on a macroscopic level through what 

Foucault terms a ‘discursive regime’ (Foucault 1981-82 in Chomsky and Foucault 

2006, 145) which permeates the micro-discourses of day-to-day activity. In 

addition to interview transcripts, I refer to non-verbal discourses that emerge 

such as gestural interaction, chosen settings for the interview, and to participants’ 

responses to visual artwork, which may also be read as a visual language. 

 

The Interview as a Co-constructive Process 
 
 
As a reflexive researcher, I acknowledge that the interview is co-constructed 

with reference to wider contexts, previous experiences and anticipated future 

experiences. It is a real-time event in which a discursive space is created 

between the researcher and research participant. I have found that I can 

identify emergent thematic links and differences between participants, which 

may prove interesting to other researchers. In addition, I have found that the 

interview experience can be emancipating for research participants; most of the 

students I interviewed had never been consulted about their experiences of 
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teaching and learning in Art and Design, other than with a cursory survey 

method. Some teachers also had not been given reflective space to theorise 

the degrees of autonomy in their practice. For these reasons I think that active 

interviewing techniques can form the basis of sound and ethically responsive 

research. 

 

In association with these theories of subjectivity, I have connected with Holstein 

and Gubrium’s theory of active interviewing; they propose an approach to  

interviewing which ‘activates narrative production’ (Holstein and Gubrium 1995, 

39) as opposed to the tradition of ‘dispassionate questioning’ (Ibid. 39)  which is 

presumed to tap into the ‘passive respondent’s vessel of answers’ (Ibid. 31). This 

theory relates with Sartrean ‘creative action’ (Sartre 2010,163-164). I agree with 

qualitative research theory which positions the interview as a co-constructive  

exploration of meaning, between the researcher and research participant.  

 
All interviews are interpretively active meaning-making practices on behalf of both the 
interviewers and respondents.’  
(Holstein and Gubrium 1995, 4)  

 
Active interviewing relates with both Sartrean and Foucauldian views of co-

constructive meaning via intersubjective relationships. For Sartre the subject 

perceives herself through difference from the Other, and situates herself spatially 

in the world in relation to ‘the Other’s look’ (Sartre 2003, 290). The subject can 

only posit their phenomenological consciousness of something in relation to the 

existence of others – as ‘co-present’ (Sartre 2003, 144) in the world. Foucault 

locates meaning as a situational relationship between subjects and their social 

and their ‘historical framework...this is what I call a genealogy’ (Foucault, ed. 

Rabinow 1991, 59). Therefore for both philosophers meaning is co-constructed. 

 

The use of interviews has enabled me to meet with research participants who I 

would otherwise have not gained access to. Interviews are a widely accepted 

means of seeking understanding of the opinions and experiences of others in 

what has become an ‘interview society’ (Atkinson and Silverman 1997) due to 
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what Charles Briggs has termed, ‘The growing ubiquity and visibility of 

interviewing in the 20th century.’ (Briggs in ed. Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 495) 

Interviews of elites such as policy makers, and of vulnerable groups in society 

such as young people therefore have a normative level of safety in ‘a society of 

normalisation’ (Foucault 1980, 107) when conducted with an ethical approach of 

informed consent. I think that interviews provide a discursive space, which can 

extend into areas that have not been previously theorised, as participants choose 

their routes of response. 

 

I will also discuss here my approach to subjectivity in interviews and 

philosophical thematic analysis. I feel that it is important for me to take a reflexive 

position in theorising methodological issues, for example in the shifting aspects 

of my role as a researcher. I have found myself a peer with teachers and 

practitioners, and I have presented myself as a ‘learning researcher’ to the elite 

of policy makers. I have in contrast experienced the power imbalance of 

interviewing students in my workplace. These varying power positions are 

already constructed, ‘meta-communicative norms’ (Briggs, ed. Holstein and 

Gubrium 2003, 495) I have therefore altered my interview strategies to redress 

the ‘asymmetric relationship.’ (Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 4)  

 

In this work I have drawn upon Paulo Freire’s cooperative ‘dialogical action’ 

(Pedagogy of the Oppressed 1970)5 a process of actively working alongside 

research participants, to maximise their empowerment through discursive 

processes. I have experienced the interview process as being a method of 

activating the reflective subjectivity of research participants. Freire has also 

inspired action researchers. 

 

                                                
5 Cooperation, as a characteristic of dialogical action – which occurs only among Subjects 
(who may however have diverse levels of functions and thus of responsibility) – can only be 
achieved through communication. Dialogue, as essential communication, must underlie any 
cooperation. Paulo Freire The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1996 edn., 149) 

 



 
 

88 

Indeed action research today has a precedent in Paulo Freire’s (1972) concept of 
‘conscientization’ – a process by which people “deep(en) awareness of (their own) 
sociocultural identity and their capacity to transform their lives”(Taylor 1994, 109) 
(Gillies and Alldred in eds. Mauthner and Birch et al 2002, 42)  
 

Freire describes this concept of conscientisation: 
 

‘Reflection upon situationality is reflection about the very condition of existence: 
critical thinking by means of which people discover each other to be “in a situation.” 
(Freire 1996, 90)  

 
This deployment of consciousness and conscience is highly relevant for the 

researcher who discovers reflexivity as the understanding that they are 

instrumental in constructing and transforming research situations, in addition to 

observing and recording them. This reflexive consciousness of self corresponds 

with Sartre’s ‘presence-to-self,’ (Sartre 2003, 101) as the self-aware formation of 

reflective consciousness. The reflexive researcher can also draw upon Foucault’s 

‘technology of self’ (Foucault 1982, in ed. Martin et al 1988) – the processes of 

self-knowledge and ‘care of the self,’ (Foucault 1984) as these techniques relate 

to the careful positioning of the researcher in a variety of different contexts.  

 

To return to Freire, I identify the students I have taught during the process of 

this research as oppressed by economic deprivation and by the social 

inequality they experience in transition from childhood to adulthood. I would say 

that contemporary teachers can also benefit from Freire’s transformational 

pedagogy, which seeks to create a learning space that liberates the subject by 

uncovering the socio-economic construction of culture. Learners and teachers 

can thereby see outside the ideology of institutional agendas. As a working 

teacher, rather than a full-time researcher who may begin to consider 

themselves as distanced from the research process, I have been implicated 

alongside research participants in the institutional stratification that they 

experience. Therefore there is no margin for me to consider myself as a ‘top-

down’ and objective researcher.  
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Qualitative researchers are more typically interested in the generation and 
rectification of  theoretical concepts, and therefore reject the top-down assumption 
behind ‘operationalising pre-fixed theoretical concepts.’ 
(Wengraf 2006, 56) 
 
 

Qualitative methods have facilitated my close analysis of data gathered with a 

selection of research participants in twenty nine interviews. I am working with in 

depth analysis of a small group of interviews, rather than glancing at the surface 

of a ‘pre-fixed’ generalised survey. 

 

As Adler and Adler say, ‘Qualitative interviews are, by definition, flexible. 

Researchers are permitted to allow respondents to shape the contours of the 

interview. (Adler and Adler, ed. Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 167). In this sense 

although I probed for explanations and clarifications, prompting further discussion 

of interesting responses, I did not feel the need to be in a position of control – 

particularly as the areas of freedom and autonomy which I am researching 

necessitate the space for subjects to expand their own reflections. 

 

In recognition of the co-constructive process of qualitative research interviewing I 

chose to use a semi-structured interview approach. The initial questions were 

provided for all participants in advance so that they could consider possible 

responses (Appendix 2). Research participants had the flexibility to take these 

questions along avenues that had personal relevance for them. Semi-structured 

interviews encourage the expression of the subject’s different voices, as they 

contextualise their discourse within different experiences and social roles. 

‘Narrative complexity requires an interview format that accommodates contextual 

shifts and the interviewer’s reflexivity.’ (Holstein and Gubrium 1995, 55) To 

explore participants’ subjective positions and thought processes, many of my 

follow up questions were on the spot conversational responses.  

 
You as an interviewer have to improvise probably half – and maybe 80% or more – of 
your responses to what they say in response to your initial prepared question or 
questions.  
(Wengraf 2006, 5) 
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I thought carefully about the initial questions asked, so that they could be as 

open as possible for self-defined responses. I intended to access responses to 

relevant philosophical issues indirectly, and not to steer participants towards 

one theoretical stance or another. For example I did not ask about their beliefs 

around freedom and autonomy as standpoints; I asked about their values in art 

education, to explore issues with importance for them. I therefore used some 

signifiers in the interview questions which were intended to liberate responses 

around the central research questions of freedom and autonomy, such as 

‘ownership’, ‘creative thinking’ and ‘your own opinions.’  

 
Some encouragement to use words other than those belonging to the dominant  
Discourse might loosen its grip on the accounts produced. The interviewer can 
explicitly encourage the interviewee to approach a subject such as ‘leadership’ from a 
different angle by not using this signifier. 
(Alvesson 2002, 119)  

 
In considering my own input and effect on the interview situations, I acknowledge 

the rhetorical quality of the interview method and I am aware that my questioning 

was sometimes tactical, in order to enter the identified ground for my research to 

cover. The interview questions were discussed with my supervisors, to provide a 

triangulated approach which would encourage the research participants to input 

their pedagogical values and theoretical influences. I think that it’s important for 

difference from and resistance to existentialist and post-structural approaches to 

pedagogy to be included; thereby analytical comparisons can be drawn that 

explore alternative theoretical approaches. 

 
 

Ethics  
 
I will now discuss ethical issues that have arisen for me in this research, 

including the ethics of reciprocity. I will conclude this chapter by debating the 

possible limitations of interviews and how these may be balanced with their 

potential for investigative qualitative research. Ethical concerns are essential to 

my research; I was asked by my first participant, how my research accorded with 
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the BERA guidelines, before an interview was granted. I responded that all 

participation was voluntary, that names and identifying information would be 

anonymised and that I upheld academic freedom in my research methodology.  

 

My methods for researching Question 3 were carried out with a responsibility as 

a teacher and researcher to ensure trustworthy conditions for the young research 

participants. The interviews, group discussions and art and design projects have 

all been treated as processes of encouragement for the students to consider 

what freedom and autonomy mean to them. My concerns for the wellbeing of the 

student participants led me to consult child protection policies and seek 

permission from the CP officer at my workplace. There was much negotiation 

and diplomacy entailed in attaining permission to interview students. I have 

worked with a mixed methodology to access other aspects of student voice, such 

as conversations recorded in my field notes and visual voices in artwork.  

 

In my consideration of the ethics and power dynamics of research interviews 

reciprocity is a key factor. As I did interview some students I taught, I decided to 

introduce some of the requests and suggestions that they had put forward in 

interviews, without mentioning where the ideas had come from. For example 

two students wanted to do more independent work in photography, another 

wanted more group work exercises. I brought these suggestions into lessons 

soon after the interviews, intending to thereby create reciprocity for the students 

interviewed and direct input to learning content. 

 
To create a sense of reciprocity with the teachers, practitioners and policy 

makers, in addition to protecting myself as a researcher, I said to them initially 

that I would send them transcripts of the interviews, and I did this. I knew that 

there was a risk of them withdrawing material, but I planned on interviewing 

more participants than I needed to focus on in depth to allow for this possibility. 

In the event only two participants removed what they identified as a small 

amount of sensitive material. I felt that sending the transcripts would create a 
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sense of joint ownership of the interview discourse. There was a practical 

purpose to this in that there were some parts of the recordings that I couldn’t 

hear properly, which I underlined for participants to correct or affirm. I 

anonymised participants’ names and work places, and other identifying factors. 

 

There were problems in sending the transcripts in that some participants did not 

like to read their spoken discourse. One wondered how I might ever take a 

quote from what she had said. I do not think therefore that sending transcripts is 

an ethical necessity. I did not send transcripts to the students, whose 

discourses might perhaps be uncomfortable for them to read as their colloquial 

expressions are distanced from the texts that their English teachers expect from 

them. However with the adult research participants I would say that the benefits 

of providing transcripts outweighed the disadvantages. Yet I do not think that 

sending parts of my analysis to research participants would be of reciprocal 

benefit for them, and no one has asked to see analysis.  

 

Points of reciprocity occurred also within the interview situation. I experienced 

‘active collaboration’ (Holstein and Gubrium 1995, 65) to varying degrees with 

my research participants, most of them welcomed the opportunity to discuss the 

areas that I am researching.  I set out initially with the intention of keeping 

statements about my own experience and practice to a minimum during the 

interview, to avoid steering the interviews towards myself. Despite this, at times 

I found myself bringing in aspects of my teaching experience which related to 

issues discussed. Rather than distracting participants from their own narrative 

accounts, this seemed to affirm their statements and to provide a sense of 

shared ground. My experience here relates to feminist researchers’ and active 

interviewing theorists’ endorsement of reflexive self-disclosure as a method for 

empowering research participants.   
In addition to humanising and equalising the research relationship, some argue 
interviewer self-disclosure can put the interviewee at ease, thus helping the 
participant to tell her story.  
(Oakley 1981; Reinharz 1992 32-34 - Reinharz and Chase in ed. Holstein and   
Gubrium 2003, 73) 
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I would say however that I did not practice self-disclosure as a matter of course, 

but rather included aspects of my own experience in specific places to 

encourage participants and to ‘flesh out’ myself as a subject (Holstein and 

Gubrium 1995, 5) and a participant researcher. 

 

Debating Interviews as Research Data  
 
I would like to conclude this chapter by presenting the objections that have 

been made against interviewing as a widely used qualitative research method, 

and to give my justifications for their credibility as appropriate data for the 

applied philosophical enquiry that I am engaged in. There are groups of 

qualitative researchers who object to the use of interviews, for example those 

ethnographers who prefer to work in situ for longitudinal research over a period 

of months or years. Their argument is that it isn’t possible to get a complete 

sense of the different aspects of a participant’s relationship with research 

questions in the space of an interview (Hammersley 2006, 9). The interview is 

seen as a constructed discourse rather than naturally occurring conversation. 

However anthropologists have extended a similar argument against 

ethnographers, who do not stay with research participants 24 hours seven days 

a week, but have breaks in their research to return to their home environments, 

potentially leaving out important aspects of participants’ lives (Ibid. 4). 

 

Participant observation is proposed as superior by research theorists such as 

Becker and Geer who, ‘claim that the significance of participant observation and 

its superiority over interviewing rests on the “completeness” of the data.’ 

(P.Atkinson and D.Coffey in ed. Holstein and Gubrium 2003, 418) They 

maintain that interviews alone can’t reveal ‘systematic distortions made by the 

person under study.’ There are persistent concerns about the falsifications that 

research participants can put forward – the difference between what they do 

and what they say they do. Yet what they do is still filtered through 

recontextualisations, different agendas and interpretations. Sartre says, ‘words 
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are action’ (Sartre 2001, 14), Atkinson and Coffey also make the point that 

‘interview talk is action’ (Ibid. 426): it is actively responding and doing 

something with the content of the discourses raised. In this sense active 

interviewing empowers dynamic interpretations and can create a Sartrean 

‘presence to’ of subjects’ reflexive understandings of themselves. 

 

There are social groups who it would be very difficult to access in ethnography or 

participant observation, for example elite groups such as the policy makers who I 

interviewed. It is unlikely that a researcher would be granted permission to 

accompany them for several months. I renegotiated contact with the policy 

makers by sending and verifying transcripts, and by continuing email exchanges 

with those for whom I required further data. In entering into the issues raised by 

Question 2, I am exploring Foucault’s genealogical approach to analyse the 

effects of layers of change in educational policy, particularly in relation to art 

education.  

 

Most researchers are investigating questions that have personal relevance for 

them, yet the bias of researchers who do not distance their beliefs, theories and 

personal experiences in interviews has been a traditional preoccupation in 

qualitative research. The problematised ‘bias’ of the interviewer assumes a 

‘natural’ and univocal account from the research participant. 

 
Bias is a meaningful concept only if the subject is seen to possess a preformed, pure, 
informational commodity that the interview process might somehow contaminate. 
(Holstein and Gubrium 1995, 18) 
 

Problems of preformed bias can emerge in any methodology, though my aim is 

to be as reliable as possible in the cross-referencing of interpretations of my 

research analysis with other researchers and in supervision. 

 

Among the different groups of qualitative researchers are those who Mats 

Alvesson describes as ‘localist’ (Alvesson 2002, 110); these researchers claim 
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that interviews only have meaning within the localised context of the interview. 

For the localists, 

 
An interview is an empirical situation that can be studied as such and should not be 
treated as a tool for the collection of data on something existing outside the empirical 
situation… Interview talk does not from this position, offer valid knowledge of other 
settings, it just informs us how people behave in the interview situation. 
(Alvesson 2002, 110) 
 

This approach is not ascribed to ‘postmodernist’ or ‘pomo’ researchers as 

Alvesson calls them, however he notes that postmodernists want to shift focus 

towards language as the constitution of subjectivity (Alvesson 2002, 116) ‘away 

from the autonomous individual to a linguistic and discursive context’ (Ibid. 116). 

So the language that comprises the subject, and the gaps and contradictions in 

language which reveal altering subjective voices may reverberate outside the 

interview context in related discursive settings. 

 

The meaning that the ‘postmodernist’ research constructs is therefore 

conditional upon the discourses located in the interview data and the 

interpretation of what could be a plurality of meanings for this discourse. For 

example ‘freedom’ may mean something completely different for one 

participant, who will assume that their meaning is generally agreed - though the 

researcher may have a different perspective on what freedom is. This is the 

post-structural ‘shifting openness within the interview itself’ (Sheurich 1997, 4) 

that eludes complete elucidation. However I don’t find it productive to argue 

away all co-constructed meaning in interviews as illusory, and conditional upon 

interpretation. Of course others will have different interpretations of freedom – 

such nuances of interpretation are vital to this research.  

 

My methodology continues to be a responsive current of enquiry. I have 

adapted my methods as different issues have presented themselves in my 

collection of data and in my interpretation of this data through philosophical 

discourses; as for example in my decision to explore theoretical texts in action 
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research when participants did not respond to this idea: I discuss this in 

Chapter 7. I began with a speculative, interrogative approach selecting a 

tranche of participants across the three research groups, and gradually focused 

in on six participants who provided both macro-narratives, in the case of the 

policy makers, and micro-narratives - moving with the practitioners through to 

the students. Therefore I have had to respond to the differences presented in 

my data with an evolving methodology, taking into account the accumulation of 

literature I have read in the process. 

 

I have a commitment to exploring philosophical concepts, as they have relevance 

for contemporary teachers, practitioners and students of art. My motivation is the 

belief that philosophy, which is intentionally for all people, could become more 

accessible and applicable for students and teachers. I think that teachers and 

practitioners’ capacity for agency will be crucial for creating environments where 

students can also develop a sense of agency and the responsibility of freedom of 

choice.  
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Preface to Chapters 4, 5 and 6 
 
The next three chapters are responses to my Central Research Questions 1, 2 

and 3 – outlined in Chapter 1. In Chapter 3 I have described my reasons for 

choosing the comparative pairs of research participants to present polarities of 

opinion and experience in different domains of art education. I will here introduce 

the participants under pseudonyms, and describe the different locations and 

contexts of their interviews. I will also give my rationale for structuring these 

chapters in a two-part format. 

 

In Chapter 4 I focus on Sam, a sixth-form teacher in Art and Design, in 

comparison with data from Julia a gallery educator in a major London gallery. 

Both participants were interviewed in their workplaces. Sam’s interview (50 mins) 

took place in the end of year show at the sixth-form centre, surrounded by the 

work of students on his course. Julia had arranged a meeting room at The 

Gallery for the interview (55 mins), which was given a contained time space.  

 

For Chapter 5 I chose to bring theoretical analysis to the interview data from 

David – a key figure in art and design policy who was known to all the other 

policy makers I interviewed. David arranged to meet me in London, as he was 

visiting the Royal Festival Hall, and the interview (1hr 14mins) took place in a 

quiet space in the context of a national arts centre, reflecting David’s interests in 

the Cultural Offer and creative education. I compared David’s reflections on the 

issues involved, and their theoretical implications, with the responses of Ron – an 

Assistant Principal at my workplace – the Sixth Form College. Ron squeezed in 

an interview (43 mins) between meetings. 

 

Chapter 6 deals with my question 3 relating to issues of freedom and autonomy 

for students of Art and Design. The focus students’ interviews took place in a 

disused room at the college, which ironically was designed to be the staff room. 

Rafi a Level 3 Year 2 BTEC student’s interview data (56 mins) is compared with 
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AS Fine Art student Arlette’s (40mins) to explore hidden curriculum and the 

academic vocational divide. 

 

The structure of the three data analysis chapters is arranged in a Part 1 and Part 

2 format. In Part 1 of these chapters I present and compare the data thematically 

under sub-headings, to identify the key issues raised by the research 

participants, and the context of their statements. I keep the theoretical analysis 

for Part 2 of chapters 4,5 and 6 – so that readers may become accustomed to my 

selection of what I consider to be important aspects of the data in Part 1, before I 

enter into detailed theoretical analysis in Part 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

99 

4  

Question 1 
 

How do Sartrean and Foucauldian philosophies provide insight into 

the subject’s relationship with ideas of freedom and autonomy, for 

practitioners in art education, and for examining what is occurring in 

teaching practice for students aged 16-19? 
 

To address this question I am focusing on points raised by the interviews of two 

research participants, who shared their perspectives on issues of freedom and 

autonomy, in art education. ‘Sam’ is an art teacher in a London sixth-form college 

and ‘Julia’ works in non-formal education in a major gallery. These two 

participants were selected from eleven interviews of teachers, artist-teachers and 

gallery educators. In exploring the responses of Julia and Sam, I will describe the 

contrasts and resonances presented by these individuals working in the different 

settings of formal education and non-formal gallery education. In this research I 

am entering into the participants’ representations of experiences and ideas, their 

influences and motivations.  

 

Part 1 
 
In a comparative analysis of themes that emerge in the interviews, I will begin by 

describing the differences between formal and non-formal art education. I then 

explore the participants’ challenges to the institutional hegemony, and their 

perceptions of their pedagogical roles. I move on to analysing their 

representation of social norms, and I discuss the participants’ negotiation of 

power structures. I analyse the approaches to critical thinking, and their 

interpretations of creating space for free discourse. I then zoom in on these 

thematics in the research data, in relation to the philosophy of Sartre and 

Foucault and corresponding pedagogical theorists. 
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Differentiating Formal and Non-formal   
 
I have chosen to focus on these research participants, to examine the contrasting 

areas of freedom and constraint they present, but also to explore experiential 

connections between practitioners in formal and non-formal education. In doing 

so I acknowledge the wide range of educational provision for the 16-19 age 

group, which includes various non-formal areas, such as community projects, 

summer universities and home education, in addition to gallery education. The 

teachers I interviewed had experience in these non-formal areas and the artist-

teachers and gallery educators all prided themselves on the inclusive range of 

their work.  

  

Along with the policy makers I interviewed, and some art teachers, those in non-

formal education criticised schools and colleges for their narrow curriculum 

provision. State colleges are required to meet LEA targets for recruitment as well 

as OFSTED targets. With these constraints senior management define the 

courses offered. Other restrictions upon teachers and young people at sixth form 

colleges, which do not occur in gallery education, include a formal timetable, with 

regulated learning hours. The exam boards make provision for independent 

learning, and for creative freedom at the higher levels – such as for A2 and 

BTEC Extended Diploma, but this freedom is monitored by assessment 

structures and exam schedules.  

 

Gallery education involves voluntary participation and mixed age groups. In 

addition, grading and qualifications do not feature. On the face of it, teachers and 

students in sixth-form education have less freedom than those who participate in 

non-formal education. However at The Gallery, young people are judged on the 

success of their work and given feedback, in the interest of providing ‘soft’ 

‘transferable skills’ as described by Julia, rather than the ‘hard skills’ of ‘learning’ 

which she sees as ‘very closed in terms of what it offers the individual.’ Julia 

differentiates herself from ‘teachers’ in the language she uses about her role. 
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Julia. ‘Actually we don’t call it ‘teaching’ in the gallery: people who work in the gallery 
are not ‘teachers.’ So we call it all sorts of other things (laughs): ‘educator’, 
‘engagement’, other words.  

 
Gallery educators tend to dissociate themselves from language which is used in 

formal education to emphasise their difference. Within formal education, the 

differences between stages of education are emphasised. The discourses of 

university education can differ so greatly from ‘school art’ as to induce a hiatus in 

transition, which is often bridged by a foundation course or a ‘year 0’. Sam 

discusses the difficulties he has faced in trying to organise projects for sixth-

formers with university students. The attitudes to crossing the age-band and 

study level boundaries have so far prevented such collaborative projects. Sam 

sympathises with pedagogies that challenge the formal system and age-banded 

learning, as found in Holt.  

 
Sam. Have you heard of John Holt? …He’s quite good. It sort of makes you feel more 
positive on teaching, because it can be really oppressive…It’s about having your own 
freedom to like invent your own strategies, and not feel like everyone has to be at a 
certain stage by a certain age, because so what if they’re not?  

 
He also defends home schooling, anti-authoritarian free-schools founded in the 

1970s and free universities based in squats. He thinks that greater freedom is 

achieved in the more marginalised areas of education.  

 

Challenges to the Hegemony  
 
In this section I will present the aspects of interview data that show Sam and 

Julia resisting the normative social constructs of the institutions that they work in, 

and the implications for young people and for wider society of hegemonic social 

conditioning.  Sam and Julia seek to contradict the controlled conditions that instil 

passive learning patterns. Sam says of the students that, ‘They come in very 

passive’ after having ‘their freedoms bashed out of them’ in schools. He is 

frustrated by their lack of a will to use and recognise the creative freedom that 

they have.  I asked how students could find their way out of a passive mode of 

learning, towards independence.  
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Sam. I think they just find it through, there’s something not happening in their course, 
in their projects or else some way of making things that they’ll enjoy and they’ll do 
well at. They’ll get something back from that. Once they’ve got that kind of confidence 
or enjoyment, or once they’ve realised that, then they’ll add to it. I think if you’re 
constantly worried about it as a teacher, and you constantly think you’re in charge of 
all that then, you know, that’s what they get at school. That’s why they come with that 
problem I think, because they are trained like dogs aren’t they? You know, there’s a 
bell every hour, they have to sit in rows. 
 

He finds that students realise their independence in compensating for the gaps in 

their learning provision. Sam describes teachers who are ‘constantly worried’ 

about students’ independence, and try to ‘take charge’ of it. In that process he 

thinks that they reproduce the passive learning situation. The theme of brutalising 

state education is maintained: students are dehumanised - trained like Pavlov’s 

dogs.  

 

Julia works in a very different environment, in which young people aged 15-23 

participate. The Youth Art events Julia describes involve the creation of 

discursive spaces. The events include ‘street’ art and culture, which disrupt the 

institutional image, but attracts a wider audience. Young people are however 

drawn to the programme Julia runs by the reputation of The Gallery, and they are 

therefore influenced by its environment. Julia thinks that The Gallery’s 

management are intent on maintaining an image which perpetuates a passive 

interface with artwork. When asked if she had been prevented from running any 

projects she replied,  

 
Julia. Where do you start? (laughs) It can be quite a confining environment, The 
Gallery, but there are things you can do. There are a number of things that are difficult 
to do. Some of them are to do with disrupting the status-quo. Young people are 
allowed to speak, but only to a certain point.  

 
… I worry that it relates back to the mid-nineteenth century do-gooding experience: 
that somehow you don’t want the proletariat to rise up and have a voice. There is a 
point at which, I’ve experienced it with the youth programme, at which the light is taken 
off them, until they’ve sort of ‘calmed down.’ 
 

Here Julia describes a hidden agenda which has its roots in the cultural control of 

the working classes. Their loud youth culture is withdrawn from the public eye 
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until it is acceptable. Gallery education is not regulated by external assessment. 

Institutional norms are instilled in the vetting processes that The Gallery uses to 

monitor Youth Art events. When I asked if the young participants were given 

frameworks for autonomy, in organising arts events, Julia said the structural 

guidance was more like, ‘frameworks for control.’ 

 
Julia. The institution has very set frameworks in which it operates…we meet with Front 
of House and they vet the idea and vet the activities to see whether there are any 
problems with various aspects of the gallery. We try as much as possible to get Youth 
Art involved in that process because it’s important that, if something is turned down or 
a problem raised, or if a health and safety issue comes up, we want them to be part of 
the solutions for that rather than just having their ideas blocked. 
 

Julia aims to have the young people present at this vetting process, so that they 

can negotiate alternative ways of meeting requirements, and rethink their ideas 

so that they don’t appear to be a dangerous creative risk. Julia works in what she 

considers can be ‘quite a confining environment’ which she thinks creates the 

‘sanitised’ effect of filtering publicised discourse. She thinks this smooth image, 

‘talks about the successes, rather than the problems.’ Unlike Sam, she does not 

express anxiety about state surveillance; what concerns her is the non-

representative ‘mono-cultural’ hegemony of The Gallery. 

 

Sam thinks that students are so used to having their freedom silenced at school 

that they do not know how to tap into the freedom that is there for them. The 

students work towards the requirements of the exam board, they learn about art 

in an assessment driven learning culture, quite unlike the public-image driven 

environment of The Gallery. Sixth-form students prefer to use tried and tested 

methods according to Sam: ‘what already exists, as opposed to enjoying the 

freedom they’ve got really.’ When I asked him what this freedom was and what it 

meant to him he said, 

 
Sam. It’s the freedom to create what they want to create, with at this stage no real 
practical considerations really. I don’t think EdExcel would see it like that though, 
because being a vocational course I think they would want them to focus on the 
practical.  
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Their ‘freedom’ is that of having many choices in their artwork, and they have 

space and time to put to their work. They also don’t have to provide resources to 

sustain their practice. Sam thinks freedom is not a goal of the exam board, since 

they are projecting students towards vocational careers. He argues that it is futile 

to channel students towards an outlined professional role in sixth-form studies, 

as they will not find employment in that career until after university. Students who 

are steered through passive learning conditions are not going to leap into 

innovative thinking. 

 
Sam. I mean how many people could go on to work from a BTEC course? I don’t 
think it’s possible now is it really? I mean you definitely can’t go and do architecture, 
or something like product design, without doing a degree. The university themselves, 
when they see a portfolio, they wouldn’t want to take in somebody who’s limiting 
them already …Just doing what they’re told and not having the initiative to criticise or 
invent.  

 
Among the three different research groups I interviewed, there were concerns 

about the dividing of Level 3 Art and Design students into those with practical 

(BTEC) knowledge and those with academic ability (A Level). The focus 

practitioners challenge practice with a basis in dividing and channelling 

learners. They work with an interdisciplinary perspective which allows for more 

fluid combinations of learning processes.  

 

Julia commissions artists, experts and resources, to respond to young people’s 

diverse interests and the ideas they put forward for events. Sam has developed 

his teaching of Level 3 BTEC Diploma to have more of a Level 4 foundation 

approach. Sam inputs a wide range of sources that draw on social theory, 

philosophy, literature and film as well as art and design. He enjoys the 

challenge of creating projects that allow for flexibility, diversity and difference - 

in response to different learners’ needs. This opens out from the narrow 

provision of art education that students may have had at school.  

 
Sam. I think the creative bit comes in the actual planning of the project, and having a 
lot of experiences there in different processes, different media, which allow in 
different people with different skills. That’s the first bit, then the rest of the creative 
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thinking is just more on the spot thinking on your feet, as you respond to things. You 
can’t predict how people are going to work with stuff. 

 
Sam discussed how, after planning, ‘the rest of the creative thinking’ is about 

flexibility to respond to unforeseen teaching situations as they occur; he sees this 

as vital to creative learning processes – and the flexibility of response in relation 

to contingent requirements forms his definition of creativity. In one project, 

students were designing cellular kites based on microscopic forms; there were 

two students who refused to attempt the project. Sam suggested that I could stop 

seeing the goal as a kite design – something I thought I needed to do for their 

‘Design Methods’ unit, and instead get the students to input an area of personal 

interest in the project. So one student who was interested in fashion created 

designs for a sculptural feature on a catwalk, and the other student used her 

drawings of cellular forms to create illustrations – as this was her chosen 

specialist area. This plurality of possible outcomes boosted their ‘Multi-

disciplinary Art’ unit in applying concepts to a range of art disciplines. 

 

Sam enjoys teaching projects in architecture and he sees the main appeal as 

being its ‘multi-disciplinary’ content. Julia also works with young people to create 

interdisciplinary practice and dynamic events. In the ‘Get the Gallery’ series, 

young people take over gallery spaces and stage events: they take ownership of 

that space for an allocated time. The events explore ideas around making art 

visible to a wider audience.  

 
Julia. They’ve done ‘Spoken Word’ rapped type events...We did it in teams: a ‘rap off’ 
to use their terminology. Two rappers come up and they sort of have a rap argument 
about this thing. So they would have one supporting Picasso, for example, another 
one that was going ‘Aah you don’t know how to paint, you’ve got eyes all over the 
place, you’ve got the mouth in the wrong place. 
 

Here is a realisation of Julia’s vision of creating a space where dialogical risk-

taking can be explored, rather than playing safe with gallery conventions. The 

playful adversarial ‘rap off’ introduces critical debate, within a form that young 

people are familiar with.  
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Sam observes the effects of the education system upon subjectivity in discussing 

his perceived view of ‘education types’ he distances himself from. Another 

teacher, ‘Carla’ (Appendix 3) also talks of ‘teacher teachers’ – those who see it 

as their calling to teach, and who are also more likely to try to embody the social 

role expected of them. Sam has a perception of the norm of ‘education people’ 

as a type of person with particular attitudes about learning. This type places 

students in a position of dependence so that their role as a teacher is justified.  

 
Sam. So I think education people do have this strange sort of attitude sometimes that 
students can’t do things for themselves: that everything has to be taught at them. 

 
He sees ‘education people’s’ attitudes towards students’ capabilities as 

constraining their creative potential. Sam thinks the norm of ‘education people’ 

is that they are left-wing but only as a nominal description: ‘they’re not really, 

but there’s that kind of attitude that goes along with it.’ They do not consider 

what it means to be left-wing, but think they should be. The term ‘left-wing’ has 

no clear meaning for Sam, who is interested in the hermeneutics of language. 

He described the language used in assessment criteria as ‘vague’ and 

‘ambiguous.’ The ‘vague’ wording allows for subjective interpretation, which can 

lead to ‘cheating’ as Sam terms it.  

 

Perceptions of their Pedagogical roles       
 
I will now describe how Sam and Julia perceive their roles in art education, and 

what they consider to be important factors in their interactions with young people. 

Sam and Julia take the role of educator as facilitator. They aim to provide   

students with a space for thinking through ideas. They introduce skills and 

techniques – then they take ‘steps back.’ Julia presents her role as mediating 

creative independence for young people, but they are also aiming for Youth Art 

events to be successful and well attended, so market forces come into play. Sam 

thinks students take their own freedom, due to personal realisation.  
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Sam. I guess as well when you’re designing creative projects, you want your creative 
thinking to sit a little bit in the background, and let theirs come out of it.  

 
Despite this belief that students liberate themselves, Sam takes on the idea of 

having to ‘push’ students outside their comfort zone. For their ‘Power’ project, 

which I will discuss in Chapter 7, Sam set the group 23 tasks to attempt before 

they started to develop their own ideas for their final piece. These tasks included 

eliciting creative responses to a wide range of source material – such as 16) 

‘Brief analysis of Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange.’ 17) Brief analysis of 

Prisons – From Dungeons to CCTV. 18) Can you construct a functioning lamp 

that illustrates the concept of freedom?’ And the students were motivated to work 

through these tasks. To make sense of this variance with Sam’s ‘stepping back’ 

to allow students’ ideas to develop, one could say that students are challenged to 

think critically, to build techniques which empower them to recognise their 

freedom and then the teacher retreats to give them space. They are put in the 

position of having to reach decisions, and to act with a will towards becoming 

independent. 

 
Sam. You do have to challenge them and push them, because their thinking is often 
a bit too limited in: what is fine art? What is graphic design? What is architecture? 

 
Julia experiences similar passive responses from students, and employs some 

similar tactics to Sam to move young people out of this unreflective inertia. 
Julia. I have to stir them up a bit, get them to be a bit more critical about the 
structures that surround them. It’s now difficult for me to get them to challenge.  
 

To ‘stir them up’ she needs to generate tensions, via critical debate. She thinks 

this raising of problematics upsets the sanctimonious ‘do gooding’ aspect of The 

Gallery. She sees her role as assisting young people in exploring links between 

their experience of the artwork and the contextual meaning of the artwork – or 

how the artist has related to their experience of the world. This might mean that 

uncomfortable areas are raised for discussion in the background to the work: ‘For 

example looking at Monet’s waterlilies, you might bring in some images of the 

First World War.’ Julia steers them away from leaping at ‘cursory meaning’ in an 

artwork. She pushes students past ‘talking about Rothko and making it sound as 



 
 

108 

though it was like window frames,’ so that they can begin to consider how he 

made work as a ‘transcendent space.’ 

 

Julia has a similar approach to Sam in that after motivating them into action, she 

withdraws to give young people space to contribute their ideas. 
Julia. I’m very aware that… I oughtn’t to talk too much but rather to spark 
conversations. Usually they see me as the teacher and look to me. If I open my mouth 
everybody shuts up.  

 
She acknowledges that she is still in charge, but she withholds her opinions, so 

that the young people can express their ideas. Although she does not see herself 

as ‘the teacher,’ the young people view her as having that role. Teachers often 

interrupt the flow of student conversation, to give them information, to get them 

back on task or to manage behaviour. 

 

Navigating Power structures 
 
In addition to the challenging positions these practitioners take up against the 

institution, there are also significant references to their need for a pragmatic 

approach which enables them to maintain their jobs and navigate the power 

structures of the institution. These reflective practitioners negotiate the structures 

in their workplaces, to arrive at solutions for problems and to shift stasis in their 

job roles. Julia navigates the vetting procedures at The Gallery, and has worked 

to publicise the Youth Art programme. Julia aims for the events to be dynamic, 

well attended and well organised – so market forces come into play for the young 

people as ‘cultural consumers.’  Sam is equally keen to have visible success 

within the institution he works in. He enjoys meeting the assessment criteria and 

being seen to excel by management and the exam boards - in observations of 

his teaching and the results achieved by the students.  

 

Initially Julia worked her way up through the gallery systems. She built a network 

of contacts then began working in London galleries. She began as a practitioner 
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and educator, and says that her work ‘was all about the self and identity, it was 

about a kind of multi-layering composite identity.’ She let go the studio in 2003 to 

take up a managerial role at The Gallery with the Youth Art programme. At the 

start the institution doubted the credibility of the programme, but gradually this 

began to change. 

 
Julia. Then we had some victories when they started to let us get on with it… an 
institutional change had occurred, and rather than being treated with suspicion, as if 
they were doing something wrong or would cause trouble…a value started being 
associated with them, as a result of what they did and how they did it. 
 

This institutional change did not just happen, it took sustained application on the 

part of Julia and the young people. Julia marketed the programme herself so that 

they could become a creditable ‘known entity.’ Julia aims to transfer her own 

knowledge of how to network, and her empowerment through critical practice, to 

the Youth Art participants. For example they are encouraged to bring in arts 

professionals who will inform them about areas they are interested in. Their 

selection of these experts is described as enabling them to take charge of the 

knowledge they acquire, and to relate with the gallery as an institution from the 

position of knowing.  

 
Julia. It was only a few days before that they didn’t know, and then they were in a 
position of knowing. So they’re better able to navigate the space with the expert 
knowledge. 
 

Julia does not work with formal assessment procedures, however the informal 

assessment that Youth Art participants have at the end of their course relates 

with the professional standards of The Gallery.  

 
Julia. So I suppose really they’re assessed, if you like in a completely non-formal 
way, on the success of the event they put on. So if their event is successful, and I 
think, and it’s down to me really (laughs) that they’ve sensitively used the work and 
brought in another form that’s helped us think about that work, plus the event has run 
smoothly and to the budget. Then I will ask them, the next time they put in for 
something to (pause) Success in that way leads to more work.  
 

She acknowledges that her decision about whether the participant is invited to 

organise future events is based their success rate. Those who have achieved a 
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measure of acclaim ‘take the role of a project leader’ and those who are less 

successful are ‘involved in a more foot soldier type of way.’ It could be said that 

Julia is thereby replicating an institutional hierarchy. Although she is intent on 

challenging the status quo, part of her work is complicit with this environment.  

Practitioners agree to professional bonds which build aspects of complicity with 

their surroundings. They navigate institutions by using identifying discourse. In 

Sam’s interview the word ‘tie’ recurs as a thematic motif. It is used to mean the 

grounding of a conceptual risk, ‘tying’ it in with learning objectives recognised by 

the exam board. He says that teachers are also ‘tied’ by college rules, which he 

sees as a protection of personal safety and freedom. 

 
Sam. Well conduct, we are tied by the rules of the college, school. It basically just 
involves that you cannot impinge on their personal freedoms and the safety of others. 

 
He has therefore accepted the normative structure of the rules in use. He is using 

the positive potential of the power networks created by the exam board and 

college system. Creative planning is part of the enjoyable challenge of teaching, 

but he thinks creative assessment is a euphemism for cheating. 

  
Sam. It’s hard not to read ‘creative’ with ‘cheating’ in this context. (laughs) Because 
there are all those other ways of assessing, like using video, using witness 
statements6 etc. It can be abused I think quite easily. 
 

He affirms that he does not cheat: he accepts the regulatory norms. The exam 

boards make powerful interventions in the structure and learning content of art 

and design education, and teachers are more fearful of the boards than most 

policy changes. However there is often an element of resistance, in that creative 

people do not like to be ruled by the rules. Other teachers talked of ‘bending the 

rules’ to gain more autonomy in teaching and ‘finessing the rules.’ 

 

                                                
6 Witness statements are provided by Edexcel so that students who cannot write for themselves 
can, for example, participate in a conversation which the teacher hears and then records as 
having taken place.   
 



 
 

111 

Approaches to critical thinking 
 
When asked about their ‘values’ in art education both research participants noted 

critical thinking and questioning the concept of ‘values’ as their foremost concern. 

I will present their different approaches to critical thinking in art education, 

including their theoretical influences. Sam introduces his theoretical concerns at 

the start of the interview. He positions himself with the outsider entering as an 

incidental presence, who helps insiders see the more creative aspects of their 

workplaces. 

 
Sam.  When I was on the (degree) course, you have to write your dissertation on 
your subject, and I’d come across an artist called John Latham... He was in this thing 
in the ‘60s called ‘The Artist Placement Group’, where basically his idea was that 
artists should go and work in government departments, in these places.  

 
He is interested in The Artist Placement Group because he believes in the 

potential for artists to engage actively in society. Sam thinks that APG artists had 

freedom in these situations, ‘to respond to them in whatever way they liked.’ He 

describes how a university tutor rejected the unconventional choice of Latham for 

his study.  

 
Sam. She just hated the fact that she found him really obscure and she didn’t know 
what he was talking about…Yes, so I thought that was kind of interesting. 
 

Julia also encountered theoretical differences in her university education. She 

started with a BA in 3D Design and found aspects of the tutors’ ideology 

problematic. She then took an MA in Fine Art which she feels equipped her with 

critical arguments that have helped her contradict the ideology she was given as 

a ‘truth.’ 

 
Julia. I remember one tutor telling me that, “You know art is about beautiful things,’ 
and at the time I thought ‘I don’t think that’s right.’ But I was this little undergraduate 
who didn’t dare do it. And it was almost like I did the MA in Fine Art to read Derrida 
and to read about all sorts of different schools of thought that framed my thinking. So 
that having done the Fine Art MA I could have gone back to that person, and had the 
discussion and I would have couched it in theoretical positions I then knew about. 
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At the time she feared the authority of her tutor. The reflective critical thinking 

that she developed on her MA built her confidence to draw upon a range of 

influences that lifted her out of a passive relation to learning. Julia sees theory 

and practice as indivisible, in this way theory becomes activated as praxis.  

 
Julia.  Theory has always informed my practice, in all the different roles because it’s 
only then that I can make sense of what I’m doing: if I understand how it sits in a 
broader context. 

 
When asked about their values in art education both Sam and Julia struggled to 

align themselves with the signifier ‘values,’ and then both cited critical thinking 

as their foremost consideration. Sam was reluctant to address the concept of 

‘values.’ The word for him is charged with judgemental moral implications.   

 
Sam. That’s quite hard to say. I don’t know, it sounds like an ethical question… I think 
one of the values that is important to Art and Design is that you’ve got to keep 
questioning your values, if that makes a sort of sense. It’s hard to pinpoint anything in 
particular. … I quite like that critical side of things, but then at this level you don’t 
actually find that a lot. They come from schools, and you know their freedoms have 
been bashed out of them quite a lot. 

 
He found it difficult to situate critical thinking in Art and Design, within the context 

of 16-19 education. He perceives the school system as a negative influence, 

which destroys the freedom of students and makes them incapable of critical 

thinking. Julia was less evasive about the question of values, and gave an 

immediate response regarding the importance of critical thinking to her 

pedagogical role, in its capacity to empower young people.  

 
Julia. Central to all of my teaching work is critical thinking, and in the work I do at the 
moment it’s about empowerment: empowering young people to speak about art.  

 
Despite her confidence in answering the question, she too found the concept of 

‘values’ problematic. It is the questioning of values which is important to her, as it 

is to Sam. 

 
Julia. ‘Values’ keeps tripping me up when I am thinking about this, because I’m 
thinking about values, and value in terms of whether the experience is valuable. 
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It is widely assumed that bringing young people into the gallery environment 

improves their cultural knowledge and experience. These institutional 

environments are part of an established cultural tradition, which she thinks may 

confer formative values upon young people. 

 

Discourse and Space  
 
This section focuses on Julia and Sam’s methods for creating learning 

environments in which young people can freely contribute their ideas and 

opinions. Julia sees the building of youth voice as a crucial part of the Youth Art 

programme: ‘That’s really the basis of the programme.’ Julia brings youth voice 

into gallery spaces, ‘to activate that space, in terms of the conversations we 

have.’ Sam thinks that students speak up freely in a supportive atmosphere, 

without teachers trying to manufacture situations for student voice. Sam says that 

he has not been restricted in his sixth-form teaching. However he has been 

prevented from doing joint projects with university students. He says this is 

because he doesn’t have the right connections at universities yet. 
Sam. I think it’s just contacts. I mean I don’t really have the contacts yet in 
universities, that view you with some kind of confidence so that their students get 
something out of it as well.  

 
He finds it necessary to build networks of professional connections, so that 

institutional boundaries can be crossed. The freedom to cross these boundaries 

arrives only via a struggle for recognition and some time spent in negotiation. 

Sam wants to bridge ‘the gap’ for students going into universities; he also wants 

to create opportunities for sixth-form students to learn from undergraduate 

students. 
Sam. I mean the teachers would step back really. The university students would help 
and I think it would be good…I think it would work. I think the students would get a lot 
out of that and I think it would help that sort of transition they get.  

 
Sam said that the lecturer he spoke to gave time as a preventative factor. In 

addition the different learning discourses of sixth-form and university education 

may have raised further objections: the different forms of conceptualisation, 
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pedagogical interaction and visual language in use cultivate tacit barriers 

between further and higher education. 

 

Although Sam is interested in peer-led learning, students are not involved in 

planning, as with the other teachers interviewed; but their responses to the 

projects taught are critical in deciding how or whether those projects will run in 

the future. It is therefore a reflective, process-based form of consultation. He 

says that students speak freely without ‘student voice’ being organised by the 

teacher.   

 
Sam. Students are vocal about what they find interesting, what works, what they find 
too difficult. You’re constantly getting feedback on that in the lesson, as your project 
progresses. So I’ve done projects this year that I won’t do next year, because they 
just don’t work. I’ll revise things, you know I’ve put too much in, or it is too restrictive 
for the students. So I work from that. I’ve never really sat down with a group of 
students and planned a project.  

 
Sam’s ‘personal opinion is that it is a free country and that you have got freedom 

of speech.’ To get a sense of Sam’s views of what the scope of students’ 

freedom could be, and his definitions of positive and negative freedom I asked 

him to discuss the freedoms he would disallow. Instead he gave an example of 

creative freedom which he would allow, to enable freedom of speech for all.  

 
Sam. I mean if someone might end up re-branding the BNP…they’d have to defend it 
and if they had to spend all that time on it and defend it in front of the group, then I 
think that they would change it. I mean if they’re going to do anything that is 
genuinely shocking and reactionary… but if someone wanted to do the re-branding 
for the BNP, then if they could defend it and whatever else, you know it’s a free 
country. That’s their right.  

 
Within the context of a sixth-form college where 85% of the students are of 

African, African-Caribbean or Asian descent, a student re-branding and 

defending the BNP would indeed find it difficult to maintain their position. In those 

white majority schools where the BNP might have some influence, and where 

such rebranding would be more likely, the pro-BNP student could meet with less 

opposition.  
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Julia sees her work as empowering young people and encouraging them to 

voice their ideas freely. The young people plan events at their monthly ‘general 

meetings.’ Julia said, ‘At that meeting they can propose what they would like to 

take forward, so I act as a mentor to them, but they are their ideas.’  It’s very 

important to Julia that she ‘mentors’ rather than controls proceedings, so that 

young people have ownership of the projects: ‘It’s not mine it’s theirs.’ The 

principle of allowing young people to keep as much ownership as possible 

demands patience: ‘They keep the control, but it takes twice as long.’ But the 

Youth Art participants’ freedom of discourse is limited by The Gallery.  

 
Julia. I would have liked to do a project where they re-write the labels that sit next to 
the work, but we weren’t allowed to put labels up anywhere the public could see. 
There was a big kind of nervousness that, in a publicly funded institution the public 
oughtn’t to be confused, by the information that they’re given… So having young 
people speak about art in that kind of way is a way to explore who has the right to 
speak about art and to whom. 

 
The written information next to the artwork should, according to The Gallery, 

appear to have one voice and should represent ideas verified by an authority on 

art. Although they might recognise the subjective range of interpretations of the 

work, and relate to post-structural ideas of the shifting signifier in artwork, the 

curators would not allow this plurality of interpretations to be visible.  
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Part 2 Theoretical Analysis 
 

Resisting the Foucauldian hegemonic social construction and 
the Sartrean practico-inert 
 
In Part 2 I explain and analyse in depth the participants’ responses, by reading 

their discourse through philosophical concepts put forward by Sartre and 

Foucault. I present this data analysis in sections that explore the data in relation 

to what I consider to be relevant theoretical concepts. In their interviews, both 

Sam and Julia refer to institutional control structures which perform normative 

processes upon the subject. Sam and Julia set out to widen participation in art 

education, for those marginalised by the dominant socially constructed norms. 

Julia describes the ‘sanitising’ vetting processes of the marketing department, 

who want to portray a tidy representation of The Gallery. Sam is more disturbed 

by state surveillance procedures, in the ‘crowd control’ of compulsory education 

and beyond. In Foucauldian terms the nurturing of the norm, via surveillance and 

cultural precedent, is how institutions maintain the balance of power.  

 

Foucault’s earlier work presents the subject as being culturally formed in relation 

to networks of power and knowledge. His work on institutions such as schools, 

aims to identify mechanisms of social control and to: ‘grasp the subject’s points 

of insertion, modes of functioning, and systems of dependency’ (Foucault 1969, 

ed. Rabinow 1991, 118). In education such ‘points of insertion’ and ‘systems of 

dependency’ are created in the process of meeting institutional requirements. 

The teacher participants began in art practice and then went into teaching, unlike 

the ‘teacher-teachers’ as Carla terms them.  The concept of the ‘teacher teacher’ 

or the ‘education type’ appears among the research participants as the subject 

who does not resist control structures: its self-reflection only reinforcing the 

conditioning of the role.  

 
Sam. So I think education people do have this strange sort of attitude sometimes that 
students can’t do things for themselves: that everything has to be taught at them. 
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The idea of ‘teaching at’ someone presents that person as a passive Other, and 

is present in Freire’s concept of ‘banking education’7 (Freire 1996, 62) where 

learning is seen as a deposit to be made in the students as recipient vessels, 

rather than as a problem-posing discursive practice in which both the teacher 

and student are participating.   

 
Sam moved out of teaching in schools and into FE. He has an aversion to 

compulsory education, which he describes as ‘crowd control’, confining the 

student as subject, and also structuring the subjectivity of the teacher at work. 

This view of the crowd rather than the individual is the subject regulated by 

power structures. The class group must be managed with containing methods 

similar to penal methods – as theorised by Foucault in relation to Bentham’s 

panopticon: the central observation tower, a symbol of inescapable ‘power 

through transparency’ (Foucault 1980, 154 – see page 44 earlier in thesis) which 

regulates a mass of subjects. This control through transparency extends even to 

fingerprinting students who borrow library books, conditioning them into 

accepting that the system infiltrates their identity. 

 

Sartre theorised the processes of power structures and groups in later works, 

such as the Critique of Dialectical Reason (1960) in which he discusses the 

theory of scarcity as the motivation for the formation of social groups in which 

subjects rely on each other out of necessity – because they experience a shared 

lack of something in society. Individuals therefore join together to form ‘fused 

groups’ to take social action, through the safety of numbers. They can turn 

against the Other which appears to have great social power because it appears 

they have more of what is lacked. Julia sees that formal education has more 

funding than gallery education, and fuses with other gallery educators to deny the 

greater social value of formal education, and to develop a differentiated identity 

for gallery education.  

 
                                                
7 Whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits creative power, problem-posing education 
involves a constant unveiling of reality. (Freire 1996, 62) 
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The whole of human development, at least up to now, has been a bitter struggle 
against scarcity. Thus at every level the basis of the passive actions of worked and 
socialised materiality will turn out to be the original structure of scarcity…The fact is 
that after thousands of years of History, three quarters of the world’s population are 
undernourished.  
(Sartre 2004, 123) 
 

In a reverse motion of Foucault’s move towards agency in his reassessment of 

the subject via technologies of self, Sartre distanced himself from the 

individualised infinite freedom of the existential work. Sartre theorises the effect 

of hegemonic social structures through the concept of the practico-inert, 

introduced in the Critique. The subject experiences a scarcity, expressed by Sam 

who taught initially in schools because he could not find work in FE, and found 

himself highly compromised in doing so. There is often a scarcity of social and 

economic stability for practitioners outside formal education  – a reason given by 

teacher research participants for entering formal education. The participants 

therefore partially accept the conditioning structures within institutions, deferring 

their drive towards self-fulfillment – their being-for-itself. The subject’s freedom is 

drawn into service in ‘alienated praxis and worked inertia’ (Sartre 2004, 67), 

when they accept the functioning hierarchical structures. Sartre saw the status-

quo as being maintained by contractual agreements within the practico-inert 

hegemonic structures of the institution. The teacher’s creative freedom is drawn 

into service when they sign their job contract.  

 
The swindle of capitalist exploitation is based on a contract. And though this contract 
necessarily transforms labour, or praxis, into an inert commodity, it is, formally a 
reciprocal relation…The clear conscience of the employer is based entirely on that 
moment of exchange in which the wage-labourer appears to offer his (or her) labour 
power in complete freedom. (Ibid. 111)   
 

Julia has partially accepted the practico-inert in fulfilling the conditions for her 

job at the gallery, and she recognises that ‘the building is here because there 

are works of art on the wall,’ meaning that the gallery is a form of embodied 

inertia. Yet she sets out to challenge the perpetuation of inert relationships 

between the gallery educator and the young person, and between the viewer 

and the artwork: in the ‘confines of the gallery’ they are expected to have ‘cared 

for’ passive responses to artwork, which do not ‘disrupt’ the guiding hegemony. 
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‘Caring for’ visitors to a gallery is seen as a containing influence which Julia 

relates to patrician 19th century moralisation. This is the morality of the 

Enlightenment which Foucault brings into question as a form of social control 

(Foucault 1984). This perspective of ‘caring for’ others conditions a passive 

subjectivity, which is countered by  Foucault in the ‘care of the self, ’  this is a 

form of agency which Foucault traced back to Hellenistic and Roman 

philosophy 8, that relates to Julia’s guiding concept of ‘empowerment.’   

 

Hidden Curriculum 
 
The perceptions of participants across the research groups present alternative 

interpretations of the subject in learning. Within sixth-form education the 

vocational courses have more time allocated to forming an integral learning 

identity than A Levels, which have the effect of creating pockets within the 

learner’s identity, for the different subjects they are studying. Although they are 

more 'holistic', the vocational courses have a lower entry grade requirement and 

are still stigmatised for not being as rigorous as A Levels, and for having their 

roots in training for manual trades. Sam thinks that the basis of all state 

education is the provision of willing workers. 

 
Sam. I mean what are the origins of state education? I’m sure it’s just like training 
people to work in factories. 

 
Sartre talks about this selective processing of students towards ‘practical 

knowledge’ (Sartre 2008, 232) defining, ‘a priori the future of an abstract but 

awaited man.’9 (Sartre 2008, 237). Hidden curriculum theory is relevant here, as 

                                                
8 Works where this theory is explored include  Foucault (1983) Fearless Speech, (Foucault 
2001,pp 89-160 ) The History of Sexuality Volume 3, The Care of the Self) Foucault in eds. 
Martin, Gutman and Hutton (1988), Technologies of the Self, and Foucault (2005) The 
Hermeneutics of the Subject 
9 ‘The job, as a position to be filled and a role to be played, defines a priori the future of an 
abstract but awaited man. Such and such a number of places for doctors, teachers… means for 
a whole category of adolescents at once a specific structuration of the field of their possibilities, 
of studies to be undertaken and at the same time a destiny. In fact it sometimes happens that a 
job awaits them even before their birth, as their social being. ‘ (Sartre 2008, 237) 
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discussed by John Holt (1976) – who influences Sam, and Michael Apple (1995). 

The theory is that schools prepare students for work considered suitable for their 

social class, and reproduce the economic environment.  Apple says there isn’t 

any ‘lack of evidence that a hidden curriculum in schools exists, one that tacitly 

attempts to teach norms and values to students that are related to working in this 

unequal society.’ (Apple 1995, 87)  

 

Apple rethought his earlier work on the hidden curriculum. He made 

comparisons with other forms of resistance at work, such as in factories – 

where he found that workers make ‘useless but often intricate objects called 

“homers” [with the machines] to, “steal back” time and control.’ (Ibid. 78) He 

deduced that schools too must harbour such, ‘elements of contradiction, of 

resistance, of relative autonomy’ (Apple 1995, 80). I can cite similar examples 

where teachers and technical staff ‘steal back’ time, by creatively using the 

facilities at work. One colleague used screen-print equipment to print designs 

which she then sold, and the technician has created a variety of ‘projects’ for 

himself when the teachers are on holiday. He says this makes him feel ‘less 

institutionalised.’ 

 
In discussing students’ resistance to the hidden and the overt curriculum, Apple 

references Learning to Labour (Willis 1977), which is a study of working class 

boys in an all-male comprehensive school. The “lads” work the system to 

liberate time from their school day. They call those students who passively go 

along with the system, ‘the “ear ‘oles” or earholes’ (Ibid. 89-91). This research 

suggests that subjects try to rescue aspects of agency from the time ‘owned’ by 

the institution. This rescuing of the subject with Sartrean free-will is a force for 

productive pedagogical interaction as well as escapism – in contesting the 

institutional agenda. In reading the data through hidden curriculum theory and 

Foucault, the participants are contesting ‘micro-structures of power’ (Farrell-Fox 
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2003, 85) 10 in the localised context of their workplace, to reveal the ‘subtle and 

invidious mechanisms of power which are not directly apprehensible.’ (Ibid. 85) 

This occurs, for example, when Julia stirs up critical debate with young people, 

and when Sam introduces sources which contradict the ‘cared for’ passivity of 

students – such as George Orwell’s Animal Farm and Stanley Kubrick’s A 

Clockwork Orange.  

 

Intersubjectivity and Self-defining Discourses 
 
Within the different educational areas that Sam and Julia occupy, there are 

defining discourses which serve to professionalise the subject, and to identify 

them with their particular roles in art education. As a gallery educator, Julia 

prefers to create a separate identity from teachers, and she describes how this 

is marked out in language. The words ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ are not used. 

Julia instead ‘engages’ and ‘steers’ young people towards ‘empowerment.’ With 

a Foucauldian lens, it appears that language is used to construct the 

pedagogical subject, and to locate their meaning for society, within a discourse 

which attempts to separate itself from formal-education. One reason for doing 

so is to strike out an ethical variance from the formal hegemony. Another 

significant factor is that non-formal gallery education is not funded to provide an 

equivalent role to state education, and must identify its distinctive features. A 

further interpretation is that Julia defines her role as different and better than 

the stereotyped ‘teachers.’ 

 

The signifier ‘teaching’ has become too static for the active process that Julia 

feels she is ‘engaged’ in; Sartre’s philosophy is also one of engagement. Julia’s 

self-definition through alternative signifiers relates to the Sartrean definition of 

the subject through difference from the Other: this conflicting otherness may be 

                                                
10 His analysis of the ‘micro-structures of power’ is intended to undermine power ‘where it is most 
invisible and insidious’ in modern disciplinary society by bringing attention to subtle and invidious 
mechanisms of power which are not directly apprehensible to a descending structural analysis. 
(Farrell-Fox 2003, 85 – quoting Foucault 1977 Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected 
Essays and Interviews, ed. D.F. Bouchard, Oxford, Blackwell, p53) 
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viewed in another person, but even in this case the individual Other represents 

collective bodies of opinion and influence that appear to cast social judgement 

upon the subject. Julia has separated herself from formal education, and 

presents her role as a more elevated position – to step above the widespread 

influence of formal education. The terms she uses about her role are 

emphasised and invested with more worth. She presents a binary ‘them and us’ 

situation, which simplifies the teacher as subject, and does not recognise that 

teachers can also approach pedagogy from a variety of angles.  

 

She has become alienated from teachers in her experience of schools’ 

treatment of gallery education as a ‘service industry’ to formal education, rather 

than recognising the ‘cultural offer’ she thinks it has in its own right. For Julia 

formal education has become a representation of the Sartrean Other as ‘the 

alienation of my possibles’ (Sartre 2003, 293) – in that it is seen as preventing 

possibilities for gallery education. For Julia the existence of gallery education 

has been pared down to being-for-others: existing as a service for others, rather 

than having the freedom to expand into the self-fulfilling being-for-itself. Julia 

says that schools take 40,000 students a year to The Gallery, which is expected 

to fill the lack in formal education of direct contact with artwork, and she wants 

to prioritise a different cultural agenda. 

 
Julia. So the current shift is away from supporting that [formal education] to being 
more about the way culture works outside of those things. 

 
In Sartre’s existential theory, the subject recognises itself in how it is viewed by 

the Other, as does the Foucauldian socially constructed subject. The Sartrean 

subject then problematises the Other’s motivations in aiming to achieve their 

goals, as conflict is ‘the essence of relations between consciousnesses (Sartre 

2003, 451). The issue here is that schools are better funded and that galleries 

are expected to provide access to their collections and educational activities at 

no cost. Julia sees schools as obstructing her freedom to develop a programme 
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of education independently of their needs. Schools appear to block Julia’s will 

to pursue her own ideas – her own being-for-itself or lack. Sartre says,  

 
In fact nothing can limit me except the Other. Therefore he appears as the one who 
in his full freedom and in his free projection towards his possibles puts me out of play. 
(Sartre 2003, 310-11) 

 
The Other’s drive towards their own possibilities cuts across the subject’s 

freedom. In his later work the existence of reciprocity which ‘may either be an 

alliance or a conflict’ (Sartre 2004, 789) is discussed – but as the conflicted 

Other remains key to relationships I have observed, I will continue to refer to 

this earlier existentialist theory.  

 
Julia is concerned with language and communication in her pedagogical role as 

her concept of empowerment is activated through discursive activities with 

young people that encourage their spoken and textual interpretations of 

artwork. She also considers the effects that institutional cultural discourses 

have in altering subjectivity. Julia’s concerns relate with central theoretical 

concepts in post-structuralism, or postmodernism as it is often termed, in which 

the subject is formed through intersubjective discourse. 

  
Perhaps the most important feature of postmodernism is its stress on the importance 
of language and subjectivity as new fronts from which to rethink the issues of 
meaning, identity and politics. (Aronowitz and Giroux 1997, 75) 
 

Language is also a focus for Sartre, in his literature and philosophy, as the 

medium for being-for-itself and for-others, the ontological modes by which the 

subject connects with the outside world. Sartre says of being-for-itself: 
We are dealing then with a principle constitutive of external relations such as they 
can appear to a human reality present to being-in-itself and engaged in the world. 
(Sartre 2003, 101)  

 
The for-itself is the subject’s ‘ekstatic mode of being’ (Ibid. 196) – or presence-

to that which is outside itself, and this externalisation drives the subject to 

connect with others: ‘Beings are revealed as co-present in a world where the 

For-itself unites them,’ (Ibid. 145) The for-itself takes form as a thirst for 
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knowledge and the subject’s coexistence with others necessitates 

communication with them, to find out about ourselves as we are seen by others. 

 
We resign ourselves to seeing ourselves through the Other’s eyes; this means that 
we attempt to learn our being through the revelations of language. (Ibid. 377) 
 

The Youth Art programme makes use of the dialogical possibilities of the 

conflicted Other as a critical tool for defining the self, as young people are given 

forums to debate different opinions, using the Other’s language as a ‘critical 

mirror’ (Sartre 2008, 25). There are activities which bring in the young people’s 

own forms of discourse – which they use to define their identities, as for 

example when young rappers argue the case for the strengths of different 

artists in a ‘rap off.’ The Sartrean conflicted Other can be seen in use here, as 

the opposing rapper becomes the rebounding foil which tests the subject’s own 

understanding of art. 

 

Julia also talks of discourses at The Gallery, which form the Foucauldian socially 

constructed subject. The young people were not allowed to add their own texts 

next to the exhibited works of art, for fear that the public would be misled: the 

public is expected to have a chaperoned interface with artwork. The young 

people’s texts had become literally too close to the work. Julia says ‘usually that 

space between the work and the person is filled by description;’ the artwork is 

interpreted by language, and curators select the information which will assist 

viewers in their interpretation. Julia finds that there are ‘understood codes of 

practice…unwritten codes,’ which are revealed only when an idea or event 

interrupts these acceptable discourses. In these instances the social construction 

of the subject is contradicted, as the institution is confronted with the existence of 

alternative discourses.  

 

Sam separates himself from those he stereotypes as ‘education people’ - who 

replicate control structures but maintain a superficial liberalism.  He does not 

align himself with what he views as the ‘left-wing’ norm. It has no clear meaning 
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for him and is ‘vague’ language: it has become what Zizek would term an ‘empty 

signifier’ (Zizek 2006, 178), which needs to be filled with a personal definition. He 

prefers to construe himself as a transitory ‘incidental person’ (Latham and Walker 

1995) who alights on the infrastructure but is not embedded in it. Sam associates 

himself more with the conflicted Other, with the individuated subject of free-will 

that appears in Sartre’s existentialist work, and less with the Heideggerian 

mitsein, being with others. He believes in absolute freedom of speech and that 

the individual’s ‘personal freedom’ should not be curtailed by the state. He 

discusses the mitsein sense of a community of learning, in free universities, yet 

his own teaching does not emphasise a sustained collaborative aspect. He 

perceives intersubjective group work as an initial skills building exercise that 

leads towards the student’s individuation in creative development.  Ironically, this 

practice of group work towards individuation was employed widely among the 

‘education people’ I interviewed. 

 

Sam champions his self-definition through perceived difference from ‘education 

people,’ yet he has experienced a similar construction of the conflicted Other 

working against him: he would like to build collaborative learning experiences in 

Higher Education but he too is viewed as a school education ‘type’ and his efforts 

to arrange workshops with university students have been thwarted. He says, ‘I 

don’t really have the contacts yet in universities, that view you with some sort of 

confidence.’ Like Julia, he sees the need to become a ‘known entity’ by building 

respect over time. His venture into higher education is still seen as transgressive; 

the sense of disruptive intrusion has yet to be countered by building shared 

discourses. Sartre writes,  

 
‘Thus this Me which has been alienated and refused is simultaneously my bond with 
the Other and the symbol of our absolute separation.’  
(Sartre 2003, 309)  

 
Sam would like to leave FE teaching and to go into Higher Education, he has 

said this on a number of occasions; the idea for building links for students is also 

indicative of his desire to clear pathways for himself. In Sartrean terms, Sam is 
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reaching into the lacked territory of being-for-itself and trying to make 

connections in HE.  He feels he has to move on from the acquired being-in--itself 

– which is his experience of sixth-form education, and perceives himself as 

incomplete without a role in higher education. As Sartre said, ‘Thus I claim as 

mine, and for me, a Me which escapes me.’ (Sartre 2003, 309)  To achieve this 

self-completion Sam needs to be recognised by the Other, which refutes him. In 

Sartrean terms, once this being-for-itself of teaching in HE is acquired, Sam will 

move on to another goal in life, for example teaching at a university and living in 

Berlin.  

 

Negotiating Autonomy 
 
These practitioners challenge the institution from within in methods which can be 

read through Sartre and Freire as an ethos of transformative ‘creative action’ 

(Sartre 1973, 163-164) – this is a form of social activism which is mobilised 

through the cultural processes of talking about and making work in the arts. They 

also navigate power structures – as advocated by Foucault to achieve negotiated 

autonomy, in that they cannot have absolute autonomy from the institutions that 

they work in. To increase leverage for their own ideas for interventions in 

pedagogical processes, they manipulate the indicators of success recognised by 

the institution.  Sam pushes students towards high grades and is keen to 

demonstrate his teaching skills, saying he was ‘taking the department up’ when 

he achieved a grade 1 in an observation by senior management. Julia pleases 

the institution by steering young people to organise events which draw in a wider 

audience to the gallery, and in turn receives the benefits accumulated by working 

for some years in a high status institution. 

 

According to Foucault, it is the beneficial effects of power structures which keep 

them in place. Foucault believed that power should not be seen as a negative 

force as, ‘In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains and 

rituals of truth.’ (Foucault 1977, ed. Rabinow 1991, 204-5). Power as the 
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gathering of knowledge is the basis of the subject’s empowerment. The reflective 

practitioner may be able to negotiate the local power structures in their 

workplaces, to arrive at solutions for problems and to shift stasis in their working 

roles. In doing so, the subject accedes to a given social norm which manages 

their freedom, either because it has some positive effect, or for fear of the 

consequences of rejecting the norm. Both Julia and Sam negotiate the system to 

build in their strategic practice while being seen to achieve the institution’s 

desired objectives. 

 

Practitioners negotiate institutions by using specialised discourses, which open 

the doors of acceptability. They agree to professional bonds, in the form of 

complicit subjectivity that Foucault discusses in his work on power structures. 

Sartre also refers to the effects of contractual bonds upon subjectivity, by which 

‘the individualistic bourgeoisie requires that ‘individuals passively submit to their 

relations’ (Sartre 2004, 97). To confine the individual’s freedom and their urges to 

resist collusion with this practico-inert field, the hegemonic structure ‘must appear 

as a means of safeguarding, or at least serving his (or her) interest.’ (Sartre 

2004, 219).     

 

Sam is protecting his interests, and using the positive potential of the power 

networks created by the exam board and college system – he is navigating 

power networks, as Foucault advised. It is notable that he affirms he would not 

cheat the assessments, he therefore accepts the regulatory norms and is not an 

anarchist in practice. In contrast, those who talked of ‘bending the rules’ to gain 

more autonomy in teaching, and ‘finessing the rules’, are deploying a 

Foucauldian ‘truth-game’ (Foucault 2007, 164) in manipulating the floating 

signifiers of exam board recommendations. In The Politics of Truth Foucault 

analyses a passage in Seneca, in which a student Serenus complains of a 

malaise in which he feels ‘like on a boat which does not advance but is tossed 

about by the rolling of the ship.’ (Foucault 2007,161). Serenus asks Seneca to 
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diagnose this condition – within a thinly disguised representation of his own 

ambitions in society. Foucault surmises, 

 
Truth, as you see is not defined by a correspondence to reality but as a force 
inherent to principles and which has to be developed in a discourse.  
(Foucault 2007,163) 

 
The exam board’s recommendations are not taken as a truth in reality, and the 

subject employs their own principles of truth by developing a personalised 

discourse to interpret the board’s rules. For example, Richard – a Head of 

Department in a private school, said it was possible to be ‘totally creative’ with 

assessment procedures, and confessed to ‘finessing’ the rules to allow A Level 

students to advance in a ‘linear’ area of interest through both Units of AS or A2, 

rather than getting them to change track for the thematic exam unit – in a 

‘modular’ sequence.  

 

Sam in contrast is less liberated than Richard, in an independent school. He 

does not create discourses of interpretation which attach preferential meanings 

to the ‘vague language’ used in assessment criteria. Sam avoids what he sees 

as ‘abuse’ of the system – as when he discusses the use of witness statements 

in BTEC courses – a provision for teachers to validate work which isn’t present 

for the examiner, which relies on the teacher’s principles of truth.  He is instead 

tied by the board’s external principals of truth. He says the students ‘are tied by 

Edexcel’, the exam board. He describes the board’s ties as things which, ‘you 

take for granted really, real world stuff.’ He accepts these assessment norms as 

given.  

 

It is important to note here that this stance is a contradiction of Sam’s belief in 

students and teachers taking the freedom that is available to them: he respects 

the imposition of the exam board, though he protests against the State’s 

surveillance of education. He also enjoys solving the puzzle of writing 

experimental projects which match up with assessment requirements. His 

respect of the board’s requirements is consistent with the policy makers’ belief 
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that many teachers are far more influenced by the exam boards than by 

educational policy. However he does register some divergence from the boards, 

in saying that vocational courses are driven towards fictional employment 

situations, rather than building the independent critical skills that will be required 

at university. 

 

Julia replicates some of the system’s normative structures, despite her 

practices of resistance to the conditioning effects of the institution. As when she 

describes the final assessment of the events young people create as ‘down to 

me really’, explaining that she promotes young people through a hierarchy to 

become group leaders: ‘Success in this way leads to more work.’ Their work is 

judged by Julia, in relation to the professional requirements of curatorial 

practice, and according to how the audience as Other rates the event. A 

meritocracy is thereby created in which there are peer motivators, judged as 

successful in the eyes of the Other (Julia or the audience), who supervise ‘foot 

soldiers’. 

 

When Julia started at The Gallery, it was important that she was still ‘driven by’ 

her own practice: ‘It was a prerequisite of the job.’ She describes her artwork as 

focusing on subjectivity, it was ‘all about the self and identity, it was a kind of 

multi-layering composite identity.’ This view of subjectivity relates to a 

Foucauldian perspective in that the subject is formed through many layers of 

historical and cultural influence. Julia’s practice was entering into a genealogy 

of the self – collating memories and traces. Gradually Julia was drawn away 

from her own practice, and she notes that gallery educators no longer have to 

be current practitioners, particularly at a managerial level – as she is now. 

 

The ‘composite identity’ or socially constructed subject is formed through 

others’ responses to the self. The subject’s self-awareness is conditioned by 

how they are perceived within the institution, which is guiding them towards 

fitting the conditions for being there. Julia noted that those in managerial 
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positions were not expected to maintain their practice, and she chose to take 

the route of greater power within the institution. As a subject, Julia learned ‘how 

this institution works’ and in the process she began to network through the 

system, shaping her activities to fit a niche within the environment.  
 

The reflective practitioner can at times negotiate the power structures in their 

workplaces, to arrive at solutions for problems and to shift stasis in their working 

roles. This process I have termed Foucauldian negotiated autonomy. For 

example, Sam as course leader of the BTEC National Diploma (now Extended 

Diploma) in Art and Design, found that this course was under-resourced in 

comparison to A Level Textiles, which was led by the Head of Department. To 

shift this stasis, he applied for external funding for an architecture project, and 

received £1,000. He thereby increased the profile of his teaching, and he had a 

lever with which to negotiate more power within the department.  

 

Julia initially met with a lot of opposition to the Youth Art projects from Front of 

House; however she worked to market the programme because the young 

people ‘needed to earn respect’, and the events started to attract a wider 

audience to The Gallery. She then noticed a turning point of ‘institutional change’ 

when she and the young people became more respected. They had worked the 

threads of their activity into the fabric of the institution until Youth Art became a 

‘known entity.’ The Foucauldian subject either works with institutional ‘ties’ 

unaware – as a socially constructed subject, or gets to know the system and 

becomes critically reflective. The Sartrean subject acknowledges social ties as 

necessary to co-existence in the world with others, but there is still an aspect of 

human decision, in choosing how to respond to this social responsibility.  

Radical practitioners are caught up in the ‘contradictory roles’ of having to earn a 

living, and challenging the orthodoxy, as discussed by Aronowitz and Giroux 

(1985, 40). At times it is only in trying to maintain freedom of thought that the 

subject can put up resistance to the institutional ties, and work through their 

compromised positions. 
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Critical thinking and the reflexive subject – Presence-to and 
Technology of Self 
 
The focus practitioners use theory to empower and liberate themselves 

intellectually from oppressive situations. They describe negative experiences in 

university education which opposed their beliefs, but encouraged them to 

develop a dialectical approach as, ‘thought progresses by contradictions’ 

(Sartre 2008, 263) and ‘Consciousness is only born in struggle’ (Ibid. 123). The 

participants’ concern for constant questioning, for example of the values in Art 

and Design education, corresponds with Sartre’s theory that a free subjectivity 

emerges in the reflexive consciousness of presence-to-self, which Sartre 

defines as ‘an internal relation between the being which is present and the 

beings to which it is present. (Sartre 2003, 144). This constant questioning also 

relates with Foucault’s location of the subject’s autonomy in reflective self-

awareness.  

 

Sam thinks there is great freedom in the reflexive ‘self-referential’ aspect of Art 

and Design education. In studying art, a Sartrean ‘presence-to’ art, in relation to 

self is created, which can liberate the subject and awaken consciousness. 

Presence-to is a term which Sartre uses to describe the immanent 

consciousness which arises in the interchange between being-in-itself, as that 

which the subject has or has done, and being-for-itself as what they need in the 

present and future which is ‘out there’. Presence-to is created in the relationship 

between the artist and their practice; it is not only found in the experience of 

liberation as praxis (referring to Freire 1996, 60) which is the union of theory 

and practice in ‘creative action’ (Sartre 2010, 163-164), but in the 

consciousness of the self as a creative being, as the subject develops ideas. 

The experience of ‘presence-to’ can be increased when art projects relate to 

students’ or teachers’ contemporary experience.  

 
Sam. The [projects] that I’ve done that have worked are ones that I’ve linked to my 
more recent experience, say in architecture projects.  
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The teacher’s recent experience in practice invests the project with a greater 

currency, and a more intense interest – which is more effectively communicated 

to the students. Presence-to is also enhanced if the subject draws upon ideas 

and resources that have a personal cultural significance: one A Level Fine Art 

student with the theme ‘Exploration and Discovery’, made a quilt with a screen-

print of a map of her local area, onto which was appliquéd small detailed 

paintings of her mother’s shop, their home and the local park, with her routes 

between these sewn in sparkling beads. A BTEC Level 3 student starting with 

the theme of ‘Voyeurism’ created an installation, inspired by Christian Boltanski 

and Annette Messager, which explored her feelings about a relationship that 

had ended. She suspended photographs and mementos – like a three 

dimensional visual diary. The vivid ‘presence-to’ that is generated in this self-

identification with a theme enables students to connect, or even fuse with their 

work. 

 

Foucault, in his later work, also focused on the reflexive subject as an individual 

with agency. 

 
Perhaps I have insisted too much on the technology of domination and power. I am 
more and more interested in the interaction between oneself and others and in the 
technologies of individual domination, the history of how an individual acts upon 
himself in the technology of self.  
(Foucault 1982, eds. Martin, Gutman, Hutton 1988, 19) 

 
He says that the self could be created as ‘a work of art’ in a technology of self. 

(Foucault Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, ed. Rabinow 1991, 350).  

Foucauldian ‘technologies of the self’ which are ‘arts of the self’ – by which we 

can constitute ourselves as subjects’ (Danaher, Schirato and Webb, 2000, 148), 

this aestheticised subjectivity includes the care of the self, knowledge of the self 

and parrhesia – or freedom of speech.  Julia describes how young people are 

encouraged to build technologies of self in developing what she terms 

transferable ‘soft skills.’ 
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Julia. …soft skills that are to do with forming your own opinions, speaking up, making 
an argument, becoming more confident, developing self-esteem. 
 

The subject forms the self in practising these skills which allow for the give and 

take of self-development in diverse situations. Sam also works to develop the 

students’ technologies of self as questioning self-awareness, which will enable 

them to push against their limits and be more directional about decisions they 

make for the future. He does this by liberating the students’ ‘freedom to create 

what ever they want to create’ from the ‘practical’ focus of the exam board. He 

explains that ‘universities would not want to take in someone who’s limiting 

themselves already.’ Rather than following a vocational, sometimes deterministic 

track, he too wishes to build transferable skills that will match up with university 

expectations. 

 

A focus on critical thinking can also be drawn into the reflexive self-awareness 

developed through technologies of self. Julia and Sam noted critical thinking as 

being of foremost importance in art education. The critical thinking that Julia 

developed on her MA activated her reflexive subjectivity. From a Sartrean 

perspective she developed her immanent consciousness – her presence-to-self 

in a discursive relationship between the past, as the unreflective being-in-itself 

and the present, the informed and dynamic being-for-itself. This enabled her to 

express her will to a difference of opinion. In Foucauldian terms, her subjectivity 

was being moulded to suit the BA design tutors’ intentions. She disengaged from 

the tutor’s influence and developed a critical distance, from which to develop a 

more autonomous position – in her freedom of thought. 

  
Thought is not what inhibits a certain conduct and gives it its meaning; rather it is 
what allows one to step back from this way of acting or reacting, to present it to 
oneself as an object of thought and to question it as to its meaning, its conditions and 
its goals. Thought is freedom in relation to what one does, the motion by which one 
detaches oneself from it, establishes it as an object, and reflects on it as a problem.’  
(Foucault 1983c, ed. Lotringer 1996, 421) 

 
Julia had encountered a narrow interpretation of the meaning of art as creating 

‘beautiful things.’ This limited aesthetic is located in memory as initiating Julia’s 
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‘care of the self,’ as she recognised the restrictions that were being placed upon 

her. The incident now symbolises her process of transition from a timid 

undergraduate to a confident postgraduate student with an armoury of critical 

thinking. 

 
Julia. So that having done the Fine Art MA I could have gone back to that person, 
and had the discussion and I would have couched it in theoretical positions I then 
knew about. 
 

Sam also crystallises the formation of his development of care of the self as it 

corresponds with self-knowledge, in describing a disagreement with a  

lecturer’s criticism of his thesis about John Latham as ‘obscure.’ Like Julia he 

rejected a dominant discourse which he says was ‘opposite’ to his own 

interests; he locates this experience as being pivotal to his affiliation with 

Latham and with emancipatory pedagogies. 

 
Sam. I think education seemed like it might pick up on a similar kind of ideas… 
helping to bring about change in some kind of way. 
 

A Foucauldian perspective is that the experience this reflective practitioner draws 

upon in constructing his current pedagogical role encourages ‘analysing and 

reflecting upon limits’ (Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 1991, 45) and to expand their 

thinking. In his work on The Hermeneutics of the Subject, Foucault presents the 

development of technologies of the self, including care of the self, as a continual 

testing process of challenging the self – not cosseting the self. The concept of 

pushing at limits is also approached in another ancient Greek technology of self: 

parrhesia, which is freedom of speech that encourages the taking of risks to 

express personal truths. ‘Parrhesia is ordinarily translated into English by “free 

speech” … the parrhesiastes is the one who uses parrhesia, i.e., the one who 

speaks the truth.’ (Foucault 2005, 11) 

 

Julia says that critical thinking is ‘central’ to her work, which is about, 

‘empowering young people to speak about art.’ She does not believe that it is 

empowering or truthful to pander to the ‘confining’ ‘status-quo’ and is concerned 
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that youth voice is not given enough space: they ‘are allowed to speak, but only 

to a certain point.’ This is the point where she wants to get them to take risks, 

and go beyond The Gallery’s comfort zone. She identifies this ‘point…at which 

the light is taken off them,’ to the suppression of the working classes: ‘somehow 

you don’t want the proletariat to rise up and have a voice.’  Although Foucault did 

not identify parrhesia with the proletariat, in the context of Hellenistic and Roman 

philosophy, he did describe the parrhesiaste as someone speaking from a 

position of lower authority, and telling it like it is. The problem was, ‘Who will tell 

the Prince the truth?’ (Foucault 2005, 381). Julia’s sense of the danger of an 

amplified voice for young people presents them as a force for resistance.  

 

Relationships between being-for-itself and proactive learning 
 
To contradict the institutional inertia – as practico-inert  which instils passive 

learning patterns, the research participants seek to engage the Sartrean being-

for-itself of students in art projects: for example by bringing in educational 

experiences to suit a diversity of interests. Sam does not repeat projects without 

variation, which can be the cause of much static teaching. He works continually 

with the for-itself – aiming for new experiences and learning ground; rather than 

the tried and tested in-itself of teaching that is so practised it becomes ingrained. 

Yet he maintains a relationship with the assessment criteria, to ensure that the 

Other of the exam board looks favourably upon his teaching: his creative risk 

taking is grounded in his recognition of being-for-others. 

 

Sam thinks that passive learning patterns are created by dependency upon the 

education system.  The Sartrean perspective would be that Sam mobilises the 

drives of being-for-itself, which is the subject’s relationship with the external, the 

lacked, the unknown of the present and future, to think outside the non-reflective 

in-itself – as the past, pre-conscious and unquestioning. Being-in-itself is 

represented in a tradition of accepting the given that is cultivated in the learning 

by deposit that Sam has seen in operating in schools. To interrupt this pattern of 
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passive acceptance, Sam introduces students to a wide range of resources, 

which he hopes will stimulate their interest in art and design. But in practice, it 

appears to Sam that students find their independence in recognising the gaps in 

their learning provision, and then by compensating for those gaps themselves: ‘ I 

think they just find it through, there’s something not happening in their course.’ 

 

In my teaching and research I have seen this independent drive towards 

fulfilment: when students have wanted to use computer programs that their 

teachers do not know how to use, some have acquired the programs and taught 

themselves how to use them, with the aid of web tutorials. Others have brought 

in their own skills, tools and materials to resource ideas, such as mechanisms 

used in making remote-control models. A photography student frustrated by the 

lack of print facilities started work at a printers, and came in with fantastic large-

scale images. 

 

Applying Sartrean ontological terms, these students have recognised the lack of 

‘something not happening’ and have mobilised their exploratory being-for-itself to 

attempt to fill the gap – they reach out through the nothingness that presents 

itself where there should be something more substantial, and try to draw the 

learning resources they are lacking into their realised being-in-itself: that which 

the self possesses. The subject’s continuous process of reflective thought 

towards creative realisation and ownership, is the dialectical praxis of freedom 

that Sartre and Freire discuss.  

 
The freedom for everyone of his individual praxis, must re-emerge in everyone so to 
reveal to the individual a dialectic which produces itself and produces him so far as it 
is produced.’  
(Sartre 2004, 38) 

 
Sam thinks that students are habituated to having their freedom silenced at 

school by teachers. They do not critically reflect on their artwork, or grasp the 

freedom that they have. They have not activated their Sartrean presence-to-self, 

which is the ontological mode of self-awareness. Sam therefore tries to awaken 
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their questioning processes: ‘What is fine art… graphic design…architecture?’, 

and to generate creative energy – though, like the students I interviewed, he 

believes that ultimately students seize their own freedom. 

 
Sam. To me it seems more about independence. Yes? I was flicking through that 
Ignorant Schoolmaster book before – the Rancière book that I just gave you. There’s 
a bit in there, because it’s all about education, saying that liberty isn’t something 
you’re given, it’s something you take. So you can’t teach students to be independent, 
they have to just do it 
 

Rancière says, ‘Education is like liberty: it isn’t given it’s taken.’ (Rancière 1991, 

107). His work relates to Freire, Holt and Illich in that he foregrounds intellectual 

equality. He believes in handing educational choice back to the people, as did 

Illich who wrote Deschooling Society (1971). Rancière tells the story of Joseph 

Jacotot (1770 –1840) a French educational theorist who believed that people did 

not need to be taught to learn. As grounds for this theory he cited a situation 

where he had to teach Flemish students French, not knowing Flemish himself, 

and having only a bi-lingual textbook as a learning resource. The idea of learning 

for oneself he called ‘universal teaching.’ Jacotot proposed that people only 

appear more intelligent in their relative will to use their intelligence, ‘Man is a will 

served by intelligence.’ (Rancière 1991, 52) This activation of the will to attain 

knowledge has parallels with Sartre’s for-itself, as the thirst for knowledge. In this 

sense autonomy is created in subjective decisions, rather than in the assumption 

that one can be taught independence. 

 

Julia has a different approach to critical theory, which is about increasing 

access to intellectual thinking, though she does not think of the pedagogical 

processes she is involved in as ‘teaching’ or ‘learning.’ Her construction of the 

educator’s role I think relates to Aronowitz and Giroux’s concept of 

‘transformative intellectuals’ (Aronowitz and Giroux1985, 40); their concept of 

the educator as intellectual relates to Julia’s engagement in gallery education, 

although they talk primarily of the roles that teachers as intellectuals play in 



 
 

138 

formal education – in refusing to be disempowered and de-skilled, and seizing 

opportunities to question the hegemonic subject that is purveyed.  

 

Julia’s thirst for critical theory is presented as a lack, which she did not feel able 

to articulate as an undergraduate, although she sensed that something was 

wrong in the limited aesthetic that was being presented as ‘the truth.’ She 

developed a restless, critical perspective which is forever questioning the past, 

which is the stasis of Sartre’s being-in-itself, keeping alive the historical 

exchange between the past and the present embodied in exhibited artworks. 

 

Gallery education includes young people who are seeking something which is 

lacking in their formal education. For the Youth Art programme this group of 

people includes those who have sought to engage with art in a more direct and 

critical sense, and to experience curatorial practices which are often not open to 

young people until degree level. There are also young people who have been 

prevented from studying art by their parents, and who feel a lack of self-

fulfilment. Julia describes how one young woman came to the programme when 

she was in the middle of a law degree, having been prevented from studying art; 

she then dropped law to take up art. This sense of having missed out on art at 

school corresponds with the Sartrean concept of being-for-itself, as ‘the 

transcendent being of lack’ (Sartre 2003, 219) through which the subject projects 

outwards from their given situation to reach their desires.  

 

However there are also groups of young people who take part in Youth Art at The 

Gallery for whom others decide they are lacking the gallery experience – such as 

members of external youth ventures, or whose parents think they should 

participate who may begin with less agency. Julia also encounters passive 

learning tendencies among young people or ‘passivised praxis’ (Sartre 2004, 

221). Like Sam she tries to stimulate their critical thinking out of this unreflective 

inertia, by generating discursive tensions. 
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Julia. I have to stir them up a bit, get them to be a bit more critical about the structures 
that surround them.  
 

Her intended role in steering young people towards a more autonomous interface 

with artwork and gallery processes raises the continuous dialectic between 

agency and the desire to fit in. She is therefore urging young people to seek 

more widely in their sources of creative inspiration, and working to make the 

limits of acceptability more flexible. 

 

Counter-memory and freedom of speech 
 
In describing her motivations for gathering knowledge of critical theory, Julia 

provides a Foucauldian ‘counter-memory’ (Foucault 1977b) of the actuality of her 

experiences as an undergraduate. Her voice which was silenced then, is 

strengthened by her later reflexive self. Foucault sought out these forgotten 

voices in a genealogy influenced by Nietzsche, who questioned the ‘taken-for-

granted self-understandings’ (Mahon 1992,13) which are the result of 

accumulated historical influences. Counter-memory rediscovers threads of 

resistance, it ‘provides a theoretical tool to restore the connection between the 

language of public life and the discourse of difference.’ (Aronowitz and Giroux 

1997, 124).  

 
Julia’s genealogy of resistance also resonates with Freire’s criticism of the 

‘culture of silence’ (Freire 1972, 17) which prevails before people are given 

access to a voice through literacy.  Critical pedagogy theorists such as bell 

hooks, Michael Apple, Joe Kincheloe, and Henry Giroux have also sought to 

amplify the belittled voices which provide a rich diversity of cultural counter-

memories, since ‘Voicelessness presupposes powerlessness’ (Aronowitz and 

Giroux 1985, 66).  Critical pedagogy holds that there is not a great divide 

between the teacher and student, learning is a discursive relationship which 

creates spaces and ‘projects of possibility’ (Ibid. 104) in which both parties 

participate.  
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Julia perceives her job as a spatialised medium for activating the silenced 

discourses of young people. She wants to use theory in The Gallery to ‘activate 

that space, in terms of the conversations we have, and also in terms of the 

events they run.’  She does not want to construct a dominant visuality in a space 

limited by pre-conditioned expectations. Her role is to assist young people in 

exploring links between their own ‘being-in-the-world as lived experience’ (Sartre 

2008, 284), and the contextual meaning of the artwork: how the artist has related 

to their experience. Julia says, ‘They have to understand what the artwork means 

in the world.’ 

 

This process of critical engagement in an environment which is often ‘an 

unfamiliar space’ is intended to help young people develop reflective thinking 

skills, which cross the distance between the familiar and the unfamiliar, the self 

and the Other. In Foucauldian terms their acquiring of knowledge about the work 

in relation to themselves is empowerment: the creation of a discursive space 

builds the experience of art in the gallery into their working vocabulary. From a 

Sartrean perspective the young people engage in the process of reflective 

thinking; this activates their consciousness as presence-to-self and the agency of 

being-for-itself, in relation to the pursuit of knowledge of art.  

 

Sam believes emphatically in freedom of speech, and his teaching approach 

allows for students’ adaptation of projects. His methods correspond with Sartre 

and Freire’s theories of freedom in which ‘the agent asserts himself as free praxis 

(Sartre 2004, 808). If the students were not involved in co-constructing learning 

content, ‘banking education’ and the unresponsive practico-inert would take the 

place of an organic process of questioning and adaptation. Julia differs in that 

she involves youth voice in both planning and process, however there is a 

relation between her description of ‘sanitised’ student voice, and Sam’s 

preference for students to give voice, verbal or visualised, to opinions which may 

disturb and disrupt.   
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Free-will as possibilisation 
 
‘The future is the continual possibilisation of possibles.’ (Sartre 2003, 152) 
 
The majority of the young people who participate in the Youth Art programme are 

sixth-formers and undergraduates, but there are also participants who are not 

students, or are not studying in the visual arts. It could be argued that the young 

people who participate in this programme already have a better developed sense 

of autonomy and free-will, than economically deprived students at the Sixth Form 

College. However some Youth Art participants had been prevented from studying 

art at school, and were only encouraged to take part in the programme because 

of the status of The Gallery. This cultural kudos, and the ‘unwritten codes’ of 

behaviour that Julia discusses, can charm the subject out of free-will.  

 

Julia works with young people to empower them in responding to artwork, 

introducing critical practices which encourage their reflexive subjectivity. There is 

an aspect of Sartrean free-will in the decision-making and engagement of the 

young organisers: Julia thinks it is important that they take ownership of the 

events planned – which she sees as ‘theirs.’ Free-will is made possible, by Julia 

and the young people working together, within a conceptual space that activates 

thought processes; though this space is negotiated by Julia in a social context 

which she sees as a normative influence. Her problematisation of the young 

people’s discourses in response to artwork also corresponds with Freire’s 

pedagogy, which challenges and transforms the culture of silence to, ‘take that 

empowerment thing a step further.’ 

 

Sam also works to enable free-will, and is frustrated by the passivity of students 

who arrive from schools with their freedom ‘bashed out of them.’ There remains 

the fluctuating balance between the participant’s need to gradually unpick the 

pedagogical framework that is created at school, and the point at which students 

need to recognise their own independence and freedom, which is: ‘the freedom 

to create what they want to create.’  Their ‘freedom’ is that of having many 
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choices in their artwork – when this is facilitated by the teacher who wants to 

‘give people more choice’ and to keep in flux the process of discovery as the 

subject is ‘an infinity of possibilities.’ (Sartre 2003, 152) when the practitioner is 

working with what Aronowitz and Giroux term ‘projects of possibility.’  

 

In the sense of creating critical tools for educators, free-will as an individualistic 

and isolated position can I think still be applied in terms of the subject’s need for 

self-definition and self-realisation, and this stance can be maintained in 

strengthening agency, even within a socially constructed actuality. Yet, as the 

research participants give their accounts of struggles with the hegemony, and 

the binding requirements of the institutions they work in, free-will as 

possibilisation becomes a driving concept: they must negotiate over time to 

realise ideas and create spaces within their working processes that are not 

defined by normative structures. They also continue to wrestle with their desire 

to meet requirements, and their need for the institution’s recognition and 

support.  

 

These participants monitor their Foucauldian ‘points of insertion,’ and in the 

case of Sam, who changed job in 2010, they may remove themselves from one 

institution to another to interrupt this cycle of dependency. Holt said that, in 

order to build the students’ independence, ‘The true teacher must always be 

trying to work himself out of a job.’ (Holt 1977, 69) The true teacher is also 

aiming to transform their working practices, sometimes taking the risks of the 

free-speaking parrhesiaste. If their freedom to teach as they choose to 

becomes too constrained in one position, they try to continue the process of 

possibilisation in another role. 
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Reading the Data through Sartrean and Foucauldian Concepts 
 
A pattern emerges in reading the interview transcripts of these research 

participants, which is found in the tension between their statements which 

demonstrate complicity with hegemonic norms, and their discourses of resistance 

which involve critical practices that disrupt the status quo. Julia wants to upset 

the patrician ‘do-gooding’ ethos of The Gallery, and Sam tries to break down the 

walls to free thinking which he sees as being set in place in the confines of 

school crowd control. These practices of resistance can be paralleled by 

Sartrean theories of free-will which possibilise ‘creative action’ as a 

transformative process. 

 

The participants’ urges to fulfil the lack of being-for-itself and transform the given 

situation, materialise as projects of possibilisation, which clear a space for free-

will as possibilisation. Sam puts a lot of energy into bringing in a wide range of 

stimulating sources, and taking students into the unknown – for example visiting 

architects’ offices. He wants to take the ceiling off students’ expectations, but 

also to sustain his own interest in teaching. Julia wants to possibilise an 

environment within The Gallery, in which young people freely choose the events 

they organise, and take ownership of all the processes involved in realising these 

projects. 

 
The participants’ emancipatory practices reach into critical pedagogy – as they 

strive towards recognising diversity and empowering young people to have a 

critical voice. Sam champions freedom of speech, even to the extremes; Julia 

challenges the silencing mechanisms that operate through the marketing 

department. She is encouraging young people to speak up against the culture of 

silence that Freire discusses, so that the proletariat can ‘rise up and have a 

voice.’ Sam views himself as working against the hidden curriculum that 

channels learners into a passive acceptance of the given. He sees state 

education as having its origins in providing workers for the factories, and he does 

not want to reproduce this social engineering.  
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Sam and Julia separate themselves from the subject dominated by power 

structures – Foucault’s socially constructed subject: Sam criticises a stereotype 

of nominally left-wing ‘education people’; Julia distances her work in gallery 

education from the role of ‘teachers’ – simplifying the subjectivity of those in 

formal education. They define themselves by what they perceive as different and 

of less value in the Other. Yet, as Sartre recognises, the subject can only partially 

recognise the identity of the conflicted Other, who offends them by apparently 

cutting across their freedom. In Sam’s case ‘education people’ cast judgements 

and try to control students’ independence. Julia is alienated by what she sees as 

the parasitical behaviour of teachers upon gallery education, and she wants to 

work outside their remit. 

 

Taking a Foucauldian perspective, the participants at times demonstrate the 

liberation of the subject through creating a distance in thought, so that they might 

develop a critique of their ‘points of insertion’ as socially constructed subjects – 

as in their focus on critical thinking in art education. In building this reflexivity, 

they develop ‘technologies of self’ - affirming their agency through care of the self 

and self-knowledge. They try to translate these technologies of self into 

pedagogical practices which enable young people to build reflexive subjectivity. 

Julia seeks to empower the Youth Art participants by mentoring them while they 

build transferable ‘soft skills’ – through debate and raising self-esteem. Sam 

honours the ties to assessment criteria, but he aims to liberate students from the 

unrealistic vocational fixation of the BTEC course – so that they can explore their 

identities on the creative pathways of their choice.  

 

The Sartrean equivalent of ‘technologies of self’ is created firstly in his philosophy 

of free-will, in that the subject has agency to shape their directions in life. 

Sartrean reflexive consciousness is formed in presence-to-self, as when Julia 

builds the subject’s presence-to artwork: she assists young people in developing 

a voice around the work which is in touch with personal response and contextual 

influences. Presence-to can’t be self-reliant, in that it is formed in a relationship 
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between being-in-itself and being-for-itself. The subject reaches into the unknown 

– the lacked, to fulfil its dreams and needs. This goal of self-fulfilment is carried 

through pedagogies which aim to emancipate students, but it is also 

fundamentally motivated by the subject’s own sense of lack. Sam strives to 

create workshops between FE and HE students, because he thinks it will be 

beneficial for them – but in the long-term he wants to do this so that he can be 

viewed with confidence by the Other and move into higher education, to fill a void 

in his own experience. 

 

Here we return to the constant problematic, the dialectic between the subject’s 

desire for agency and their need to meet approval. The participants’ working 

roles offer benefits which counterbalance their disadvantages, particularly in 

Julia’s case as she has worked in The Gallery for a decade. She acknowledges 

that she has ‘a reputation’ and that young people who are seen as ‘successful’ 

oversee those ‘foot soldiers’ who have not yet proved themselves. Sam is keen 

to exceed management expectations of him, so that he can accelerate through 

the salary points. To view this dialectical struggle with a Foucauldian lens, the 

participants are using the positive potential of power structures to arrive at 

negotiated autonomy. In order to benefit from the positive aspects of power, they 

take on the responsibility of achieving the institution’s indicators of success – 

whether this is measured by growth in interest in the Youth Art programme, or a 

large proportion of high grades. To read this problematic through Sartre’s theory, 

the practitioners are motivated by the scarcity of better employment opportunities 

to adhere to the institutional requirements. Julia works gradually to improve her 

conditions and Sam nurtures opportunities to move on. 

 

In Chapter 5 I present and then analyse interview data from David, a policy 

maker for Art and Design education in comparison with Ron an Assistant 

Principal. I will discuss the different thematics that emerge for the policy makers 

and make comparisons with the issues of freedom and autonomy that arise for 

practitioners 
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5     

Question 2   

How does educational policy either encourage or negate autonomy 
and free-will? – Analysing the perspectives of policy makers  
 

In this chapter I will discuss interview data presented by two participants who 

activate productive comparisons in their contrasting viewpoints. The focus 

participants have worked in education for many years. They progressed quickly 

to attain management positions. David was involved in developing the 2008 ‘New 

Curriculum’ for Art and Design, brought in by the Labour government before the 

Coalition took power in 2010 and began to dismantle Labour policy for education. 

Ron, who is in senior management, is sceptical about changes in national policy 

such as the new curriculum. He is interested in a pedagogy which develops and 

forms the subject, so that they function well in society. Before entering into 

theoretical analysis, I will first present the data. I discuss the participants’ 

educational values, and explore their perceptions of subjectivity. I compare their 

visions for ‘creativity’ – and analyse their positions on where the barriers to 

freedom and autonomy exist in education.  

 

When researching the effects of policy on encouraging autonomy and free-will, I 

found that the participants’ attitudes towards policy were as influential as the 

contents of the policy. It was a point of debate whether policy could effect 

creative freedom. Some thought policy the antithesis of freedom; others thought 

policy was not at fault, and barriers to freedom were due to misunderstandings 

and selective processes of implementation. The teachers I interviewed claimed 

not to know much about policy. Sam however saw policy as an invasive 

surveillance mechanism that disenfranchises people.  
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Part 1 

Educational Values 
 
The research participants are used to promoting particular values in association 

with their positions of leadership. David is the head of a national arts organisation 

and has experience of writing policy and working with the exam boards. Ron is 

an assistant principal at the Sixth Form College.  Both believe in ‘developing the 

individual’, but this term means different things for each. David uses the umbrella 

term of a ‘broad liberal education’ to describe his educational ethos. He avoids 

ethical specifics but wants to promote diversity. 

 
David. I really subscribe to the notion of a broad liberal education, and equality of 
opportunity for everybody. I don’t think I’ve ever been a fan of over-specialisms. I 
think it’s the breadth of education that we really need to value. I also think it’s about 
developing the individual. I don’t think it’s about serving the needs of the economy 
first and foremost. 
 

For David, policy can liberate the subject by providing ‘equality of opportunity’ 

and free-will via choice rather than channelling students towards roles which 

meet the needs of the economy. He criticises the confining curriculum of Art 

and Design in secondary schools, maintaining his persistent thread that schools 

are at the root of restrictions upon freedom rather than policy. Ron also thinks 

that education should not be about channelling the workforce. 

 
Ron. One of my concerns is about education becoming too narrowly orientated, 
particularly post-16, to just what the person is going to contribute to the economy. 
That seems the wrong way round because we don’t live to work we work to live. 
Therefore developing the individual in a way that they can live is fulfilling and more 
important. 

 
The historical context for David and Ron’s concerns about social division in 

education is found in the longstanding influence of the 1944 Education Act, which 

created a tripartite system of grammar schools, technical schools and secondary 

moderns. The selective channelling of students via the Eleven Plus exam made 

social inequality all the more visible. If you didn’t get into a grammar school it was 

very unlikely that you could go to university. The hidden curriculum, as discussed 
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in Chapter 4, in this sense was plain to see. Status divisions between Fine Art 

and Design &Technology were also maintained through this system, as students 

in the secondary modern schools were more likely to learn workshop skills as 

‘handicraft’. 

 

The tripartite system was phased out in England and Wales in the1970s, and 

replaced with the comprehensive system, though selective grammar schools still 

exist in some areas. Northern Ireland maintained the tripartite system until 2009. 

The division between academic and vocational qualifications has continued: 

there is still a higher entry level for A Level courses:  students with 4 A-C grades 

at GCSE do not have access to A Levels and the majority of those with 5 A-C 

grades do not choose BTEC courses, as BTEC students are often considered 

less able. The introduction of the Diploma in 2008 was an attempt to correct this 

imbalance, and combine elements of academic and vocational courses. Initial 

difficulties in implementing the Diploma meant that the coalition government’s bid 

to restrict the development of the qualification did not meet much resistance. At 

my workplace we started in 2009 with a group of six students for the Creative 

and Media Diploma. In 2010 the course did not run, as the local partner school 

only put forward two students. David had reservations about whether it would 

achieve its goals.  

 
David.  We’ve had very similar initiatives in the past. I can’t remember them all even, 
but TVEI and GNVQ obviously in recent years. All of which have failed because 
we’ve never actually overcome the so-called vocational-academic split. Whereas the 
new Diploma is not supposed to replicate that split, I think it’s going to be very hard to 
convince the brightest kids and their parents that it’s a good route forwards, and there 
is a split there.  

 
Although David was very positive about the 2008 Curriculum, of which he said, 

‘This is the biggest change in education, certainly since 1944 and possibly ever,’ 

he thought the Diploma would not last: ‘I wouldn’t give it a huge chance actually 

beyond about five years.’ Ron was sceptical about the Diploma, as he was about 

the new National Curriculum.  
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Ron. I know the Key Stage 4 curriculum is meant to give an awful lot more autonomy 
and possibilities, but it strikes me that it could be a recipe for going back to where we 
were in terms of the old tri-partite system...Students in our authority guided towards 
vocational courses aren’t equally those who are able and those who are not. 

 
Divisions outlined by the 1944 Education Act, between academic and 

vocational students, appear very difficult to shake in policy reform. The work 

that David has done towards creating diversity in art education, rather than 

channelling the individual, is discussed in relation to the aims of the 2008 

Curriculum, for Key Stages 3 and 4.  

 
David. You talk about ‘values’ in education, if you go to the QCA website and you 
look at the aims, there’s the three broad aims of responsibilities: confident learners 
and so on. Behind that there’s a list of about 40 very specific aims. They are 
statutory, although very few people have read them. 
 

QCDA had 27 published aims (Appendix 4), in the categories of: successful 

learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens. The first aim addresses 

‘the essential learning skills of literacy, numeracy and information and 

communication technology.’ Creativity follows a close second: successful 

learners, ‘are creative, resourceful and able to identify and solve problems’. The 

aims encourage social responsibility and aspects of negotiated autonomy, 

rather than freedom: aim 3 is successful learners, ‘have enquiring minds, think 

for themselves to process information, reason, question and evaluate. This is in 

line with the Personal Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTS) focus on 

independent thinkers and reflective learners.  David discussed the aims as 

though they could not be contested. He said that the aims of the 2008 

curriculum were, ‘very hard to quarrel with.’ He used statistics to back up his 

arguments during the interview, referring to the DCMS website where, ‘you’ll 

get all the figures about the creative industries, which are 9% of the economy.’  

 

David also thinks that much ‘school art’ neither develops learning for the 

individual nor engages with a range of active creative fields. 
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David. A lot of schools work within a very narrow band-width. This is often a rather 
peculiar kind of ‘Fine Art’. Do you know the notion of ‘school art’? Arthur Efland 
coined the term, I suppose in the ‘70s or early ‘80s. He described school art as the 
kind of art that takes place in schools but that you never see anywhere else. I mean 
at that time it would have been epitomised by artwork made out of pasta, tissue 
paper and all those sort of activities. 
 

‘School art’ is a kind of make-shift toying with limited materials that under-

resourced schools can revert to. It is the contextually rootless art that limits the 

students’ perspective of what is possible in art and design. The school Art and 

Design curriculum is also constricted by the often narrow cultural and historical 

focus of the artists referred to in teaching. David referred to the NFER research 

for School Art What’s in it? by Downing and Watson (2004).This research was 

conducted amongst Contemporary Art Practice or ‘CAP’ identified schools and 

randomly identified schools. They found that very few non-European or women 

artists were referred to, and references from before 1800 only appeared at Key 

Stage 3. (Downing and Watson 2004, 50)   

 
David. One of the alarming things was that in the schools that they studied, they 
didn’t see anything that was related to artwork prior to 1850 from anywhere.  
 

The CAP schools referred mainly to artists from the second half of the 20th 

century and the 21st century, without attempting historical depth. David thinks 

that this thin historical range gives students a superficial understanding of Art 

and Design. 

 

Ron was also prepared to discuss his values in education, though he was not 

expansive in his answers. 

 
Ron. That’s an interesting question, is it specifically towards education because there 
are things which are important values, which are important values – like honesty.  
 

Although he values honesty, he thinks that knowledge of the truth can cause 

dissatisfaction: ‘Sometimes ignorance is bliss and knowing more doesn’t make 

you happier.’ Knowledge can spark unrest – and the will to withhold knowledge, 

as for example when the tripartite system permitted students to have a taste of 

one kind of learning, but not another. Ron focuses on student welfare, 
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citizenship and tutorial content in his role – rather than curriculum content. He 

wants to build the functional skills that students will need in society.  

David and Ron remember a time of greater freedom in the curriculum. There was 

also less regulation of the teaching profession. David went into teaching straight 

after art school. He said of the 1960s,  

 
David. At that time you could just teach, you could just walk off the street into a 
school and teach... I was Head of Department by the time I was 23. 

 
This comparative freedom and agency in teaching was sustained through the 

1970s and into the 1980s. Then an increased drive towards continuous 

assessment was introduced in the Education Reform Act of 1988. The SATS 

tests were implemented as a result of this Act. On the positive side, GCSE 

replaced the split system of O Level and CSE. GCE A Levels, which were first 

introduced in 1951 and are still ‘the gold standard’ of education, also became 

increasingly monitored in 1988, leading to the AS and A2 qualifications brought in 

by Curriculum 2000.  

 
Ron has concerns about returning to days of greater freedom, although he does 

not think that policy will make this happen. He finds difficulties with ‘freedom’ in 

learning, as to him it suggests a lack of structure.  

 
Ron. So in terms of the National Curriculum (pause) I think that’s not going to have 
that much effect really. If it does it’s going to make life more difficult because actually 
if syllabuses change and become more free-ranging and broad ranging, what 
implications does that have for trying to follow a curriculum after that? If you’re trying 
to plan, I don’t know, a history course. 

 
Here Ron presents the sceptical views that David considers narrow and risk-

averse. Ron, like other management figures and teachers I spoke to, finds the 

changes in policy to be far removed from current practice. The other Assistant 

Principal I interviewed told me there was no point telling teaching staff about 

policy changes, because by the time the policy could be implemented it would 

have changed again. By smoothing out policy changes, senior management 

maintain their authority and institutional autonomy. 
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‘Developing the Individual’ 
 
Ron and David both express their belief in ‘developing ‘the individual.’ Ron 

discusses education in relation to ‘preparing the brain’, the ‘common good’ and 

‘citizenship’.  He describes the necessity of guiding learners towards a shared 

cultural experience in which there ‘could be difference’. However he 

acknowledges the conflicting interests of senior management in different schools 

and colleges, which are competing for the same students. David is aiming to 

provide for creative diversity. There is a strong theme throughout the interview 

that schools are very conservative. David stresses the importance of ‘art, craft 

and design’, and does not confine art education to an elitist view of fine art above 

craft and design. He looks for the recognition of difference, rather than 

commonality, which is Ron’s preferred focus. 

 
David. If you decide that knowledge only consists of 14 subjects and they’re all in 
their little box, the world isn’t like that, is it? So it is about enriching the curriculum 
really, by working in a cross-curricular way. 

 
He also discusses the confining effect on subjectivity of the ‘old National 

Curriculum’ introduced in 1988. He thinks that those who became art teachers 

after being educated in this way carried a confined mode of thinking into their 

teaching practice.  David thinks they feel uncomfortable with the reduced 

structure of the 2008 curriculum, in a way that teachers educated before 1988 

do not. 

 
David. I suppose you have to say that those are people who probably went to school 
under the National Curriculum and did their training under the old National 
Curriculum. They have been in some fairly limiting school situations.  
 

David did not separate schools from sixth-form colleges in this interview, and he 

sees schools as ‘very conservative places’ that narrow the opportunities 

available to students. He quoted a representative from an exam board who 

said, ‘We think creativity’s terrific, providing of-course that it’s carefully 

controlled.’  He portrays the exam boards as attempting to confine art practice; 

he says, ‘I suspect that schools are not that keen on freedom really.’ He 
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conveys that there is a fear of young people having free-will to express ideas in 

unconventional artforms, as this is associated with deregulated chaos.  

 
(Fig. 19) Creative play with chairs at the White Lion St. Free School in 1973 – this 

would be very unlikely to happen in formal school education. 

 

 
David described schools’ motivations as guided by their concern for high places 

in the league tables, and observes a correlating tendency for teachers to spur 

students towards the assessment criteria. 

 
David. I would argue that a high proportion of art teachers are highly creative in 
thinking up foolproof prescriptions for their students. But whether their students are 
creative or not is another matter. 
 

He observes that it is considered part of the teacher’s ‘craft’ to engineer 

opportunities for passive subjects to pass qualifications. In this pedagogical 

approach there is less concern for the validity of the learning experience for the 

individual, and more emphasis on statistics for retention and high pass rates. 

David assists practitioners and also Art and Design policy bodies in working 

towards more collaborative practices. In 2009 he wanted to put across that this 
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intersubjective exchange was highly effective. When discussing the cultural 

offer as ‘Find Your Talent’ he said, 

 
David. It does include people like me, and people from National Dance and Engage, 
but it also includes government departments. It’s the DCSF11 it’s the Arts Council, 
Crafts Council, Design Council, Museums, Libraries and Archives, MLA. So these are 
all institutions, government institutions and quangos working together in a common 
cause, and there is no problem at that level. 
 

However he recalls a time when this collaboration was not happening. In the era 

of Curriculum 2000, before the New Curriculum of 2008, David said he was 

excluded from policy making because of his critical voice.  

 
David. Until that point people like me, having gone through a time when we were very 
much involved in policy, had been pushed out, being seen as persistent critics. 
 

Policy makers in organisations such as QCA (which became QCDA and was 

scrapped by the coalition in 2010) began to recognise that the curriculum model 

was not responding to learning needs in the 21st century.  

 
David. It desperately needed change. And indeed we were highly critical of what was 
going on. But I think that someone decided that it might be better if we were on side. 
All of a sudden we were central to the debate again. 

 
Ron does not perceive collaborative practices happening between different 

educational bodies. He also describes conflict between policy makers and 

educators, and between different areas of educational provision for young 

people.  

 
Ron. I think there are chains of command, lines of authority, and I’m not sure if that 
really implies ‘working together.’ I think it’s quite possible for a better degree of co-
ordination between the different strands of policy, between the various levels at which 
things are implemented. But certainly within the way things are at the moment, I don’t 
think the input from the educational institutions and the classroom practitioners is 
particularly valued by those who set policy. 
 

He thinks that these ‘lines of authority’ do not interrelate sufficiently to enable 

collaboration. The roles of educators and policy makers are identified as being 
                                                
11 The Department of Children, Schools and Families,  Now the DfE – Department of Education 
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in conflict with one another. Ron thinks that a collaborative venture would 

presume an interruption of the institutional hierarchy which would disturb the 

links in the ‘chains of command.’ His observation about policy makers not 

valuing input from educational institutions is particularly interesting considering 

David’s criticism of senior management as failing to co-operate in implementing 

policy. Despite this opposition to collaborative working that he sees among 

adult professionals, Ron believes in the values of ‘citizenship’ as a ‘common 

culture’ for students. He supports individualised education, yet he also adopts a 

normative position in discussing the aims of teaching citizenship. 

 
Ron. There must be a tension between allowing everybody to just learn anything, and 
having a common culture, which unites people. It’s the same for everybody but 
there’s aspects of it which are shared. I mean that’s what citizenship and all that’s 
about. 
 

He thinks that students are not able to choose their learning paths until they are 

socialised within the prevalent culture. For example students need to acquire 

English Language skills before they can be considered for university courses 

and many jobs. Ron sees the teaching of ‘citizenship’ as ‘the development of 

the full rounded individual.’ His motivations in education acknowledge the 

formative effect that education has upon students’ subjectivity. 

 
Ron. We don’t know what adulthood will be for people. All we know is that we can 
prepare their brain as best as possible to deal with the challenges that the future will 
hold, because none of us really know what the future will do. All we know is that it will 
change. 
 

Like Sam, Ron discusses the futility of trying to form a future vision for students, 

when their possibilities will change with experience. He thinks that students are 

often not equipped to deal with the changes in requirements of advanced 

thinking skills. Ron also thinks that ‘preparing the brain’ of the student, should 

also equip them for higher education.  

 
Ron. If they are not well guided as to what they choose, in preparation for what they 
do at post-16, they may be less secure. That’s the complaint that universities have 
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about what we do…The dumbing down, as they see it of AS’s and A2’s leads to the 
students being badly prepared for higher education. 
 

He thinks that students are being set up to fail if they do not have enough 

information about the degrees and careers they are interested in, so they must 

be carefully guided in their choices.  

 

Visions of Creativity 
 
The research participants do not have a comparable level of experience of the 

arts. Creativity is the focus area of David, while Ron has much less invested in 

creative subjects. David believes schools are resistant to freedom. He has also 

diverted the signification of ‘freedom’ to ‘creativity’ – as this is the area in which 

he is trying to shift resistance to policy. 

 
David. I suspect that schools are not that keen on freedom really. I mean they are 
institutions which exercise a lot of social and other kinds of control, and that’s really 
the antithesis of creativity.    
 

Control is the opposite of creativity, and freedom. David thinks that creativity 

requires freedom because, ‘Well because it transgresses doesn’t it? It’s 

breaking new ground.’ He describes the characteristics of creativity as 

emerging in ‘playful’ experimentation which is often cut off by teachers, who see 

it as divergence from the set task. Creativity, like freedom, is not finite, and it 

allows for nuances of meaning. It is not a time-line of development. He says, 

‘You can’t drive it forward in a rational way.’  

 
In addition to the restrictive effects of institutional division of vocational and 

academic learners, timetabling and programming of learning content, teachers 

are seen by David as preventing creative freedom because they associate it 

with misbehaviour.   

 
David. If you look at the characteristics of creative behaviour, I think you can see that 
in many instances teachers actually, unconsciously I’m sure, nip it in the bud… It’s 
that playfulness with ideas and materials, media and so on. Yet how often do you 
hear people say, ‘Stop messing around! That’s not what I told you to do.’ 
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Yet there is the apparent contradiction between this celebration of learning 

through creative play and the concept of ‘disciplined innovation’, which David 

discusses. This concept is that young people need to be taken through a cycle 

of learning processes, which enable them to understand disciplines within art 

and design, so that they can innovate for the future.  When asked whether there 

might be limits attached to the idea of creative ‘discipline’ David replies, 

 
David. No, none of it’s driven. I mean if you know the big picture of the new 
curriculum, there’s questions down the side:’ What do we want to achieve? How will 
we organise it? How will we know when we’ve done it? Well that’s also the process 
for disciplined innovation.12 

 
Disciplined innovation is meant to positively affect, ‘Standards, skills for learning 

and life, participation, enjoyment and engagement, behaviour and attendance.’ 

(QCA, 2008) The effect of this process on normalising behaviour appears to be 

as important as the effects upon learning. Evaluation includes assessing, ‘the 

constancy of behaviour’ and ‘the extent of criteria met – range of aspects of 

behaviour shown’ (QCA, 2008) Here we come back to the question of which 

freedoms are allowed in the process, and to what extent is autonomy enabled? 

The emphasis is on learning the rules and specialised language before freedom 

of choice can be exercised, in this case when creating artwork. When asked 

about how legislation might be reformed to facilitate creativity Ron says: 

 
Ron. I think legislation could be reviewed to do it, but I think you need a lot more 
thought about what actually creative thought and learning is. It’s not the same as play 
is it? 

 
Ron does not prioritise creative subjects, yet he also criticises ‘the architects of 

the new Diplomas’ for not addressing the meaning of ‘creativity’ in their policy 

making.  

 

                                                
12 The definition from QCA was: ‘Disciplined innovation is a process of: • defining outcomes to be 
achieved in terms of what you want to see and hear in learners, • taking action to bring about the 
outcomes, • keeping track of emerging impact and progress towards the outcomes, and • making 
decisions to increase the rate of progress and extent of impact.’ (QCA  Disciplined Curriculum 
Innovation’  Sept. 2008)  



 
 

158 

Ron. If you look at what they mean by creative thinking…it’s probably the absolute 
opposite of what an artist would think of as creative thinking. It’s much more critical 
thinking and logic and rational thought. 
 

In contrast with Ron, the practitioners Sam and Julia put critical thinking as the 

foremost value in art education. For them studies in art are activated by critical 

thinking. This ‘sort of critical thinking’ may differ from the sense of linear 

‘rational thought’, but it does involve the development of theoretical positions 

which interrelate with practice. I then asked Ron if he thought that creativity was 

about working at limits and developing new methods of artistic expression in 

response to those limits: 

 
Ron. There’s almost a logic to that that the more repressive the regime, therefore the 
more artistic creation. If you look at the art that came out of Russia at the time of their 
greatest (pause) that wasn’t particularly creative…The Futurism and all of that sort of 
stuff.   

 
His stance is that artists do not need to be limited by society to make good art. 

Yet artists work around the limits of the given in relatively democratic societies, 

and a lot of great art emerges from artists not being satisfied with society, since 

these artists want to transcend or reveal the given situation. 

 

Where are the barriers to freedom and autonomy? 
 
I asked the participants’ where they think the barriers to more liberated conditions 

in education are operating. Their responses present diverging experiences of the 

effects of educational policy upon practice.  David blamed schools’ senior 

management for their resistance to new policy – which he views as a cultivated 

misunderstanding of policy.  David has models of positive and negative policy: 

good policy is described as ‘assimilated,’ ‘manageable’ and ‘coherent’. It 

‘permeates’ and bonds with the educational environment. We can surmise that 

institutional autonomy is not considered desirable by David. He thinks that ‘bad’ 

policy is formed without consultation, shutting off informed critical voices. Ron 

thinks policy is the antithesis of freedom, but he wants to maintain some barriers 

to a greater freedom, which he thinks can prevent focused learning.   
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David thought that the barriers to freedom were not put in place by policy, such 
as the 2008 curriculum, but by the guarded approach of senior management.  
 

David. I think the problem is with senior management... I mean there is an 
acknowledgement that senior management are the make or break. 

 
He is frustrated by the slow uptake of new policy by senior management. Once 

the policy is in place, they are the figures of power: they decide how it is 

interpreted and whether it passes into teaching practice. However he 

acknowledges that teachers also are not concerned with the National Curriculum.  

 
David. It’s largely ignored by teachers because they teach to the exam syllabus, not 
to the National Curriculum, and hence you don’t get what you really want. 

 
This observation is borne out by my interviews of teachers, who were far more 

affected by the exam boards’ recommendations than by policy changes. 

However David specifically blames senior management for not implementing 

new policy. David also associates senior management with the sidelining of 

creative subjects.  

 
David. Economically they’re (creative industries) very important…unfortunately 
school management have never caught up with that message. I still think they’re 
living in the 19th century really. 

 
Ron’s main curriculum concern is that, ‘the literacy and numeracy levels of lots 

of our students is way below what you would think it would be.’ These ‘core’ 

academic subjects are prioritised by universities, and elite universities rule out 

A Level subjects such as art and drama. Investment in the arts has been 

drastically cut by the Department for Education. The White Paper of November 

24th 2010 - The Importance of Teaching, proposed to reduce the National 

Curriculum to core provision. It favours academic subjects and expresses 

dismay at the popularity of vocational subjects. 

 
More children are participating in education for longer, but the curriculum they are 
following contains too much that is non-essential.  
(Gove 2010, 17) 
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The subjects that are considered inessential are the ‘soft’ subjects of the arts 

and vocational qualifications. The Paper proposes to give financial incentives to 

students and teachers to move into ‘hard’ academic subject areas such as 

languages, maths and the sciences. Gove introduced the ‘English 

Baccalaureate’, now known as EBacc, which does not reach 16-19 education or 

include creative subjects – although British contemporary artists are recognised 

internationally.  

 

David was in favour of the Labour government and he presents their policies as 

moving in the right direction for arts and culture. He sees senior management 

as building the barriers against creative subjects and free communication with 

other professional groups working with young people. I asked if he thought 

other groups in government and the social services also resisted collaboration. 

 
David. No I think its educational management very specifically in schools. I think it’s 
school senior management. I think there’s a wooliness. 
 

Senior management are perceived as refusing to leave a comfort zone of 

thought, to encounter the risk of the unknown. He describes ‘pre-curriculum 

thinking’ as if it is pre-conscious before, ‘that much more creative thinking about 

how you deliver the curriculum.’ It is therefore interesting that Ron located 

barriers in the attitude of policy makers, who think that the teaching profession 

are ‘woolly’ thinkers.  

 
Ron. I still think that the view is of teachers being a liberal, washy, woolly, child-
centred, weak whatever, group of people who aren’t realists. 
 

David located the ‘woolly’ tendencies with senior management, who evade 

policy issues. Yet their reticence in investing resources in new policy 

anticipated the Conservative government’s changes. Indeed the policy makers 

also envisaged drastic changes – but they wanted to create the basis for the 

potential of curriculum reform.  

 
David. People do seem to have a pretty clear idea of what they want to do, but it will 
take a long time for it to penetrate some schools. 
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He thinks that schools misunderstand policy and manipulate aspects of it to suit 

their agendas. Ofsted is perceived to be an ultra-powerful surveillance 

mechanism. The thought of a damning Ofsted report, and the resulting loss of 

student intake, is enough to strike terror into sixth-form institutions. David and 

others such as Steve, who worked in curriculum development (Appendix 5) 

wanted to point out that Ofsted was not the cause of restrictive practices in 

education.  
David. It’s not Ofsted at all. It’s very interesting where people think the pressure 
comes from. That really comes out of the strategies, which have never been 
statutory, so are only advisory. 
 

David, like Steve, thought that ‘pressure’ and restrictions were not put in place 

by Ofsted. These Policy Makers maintained that the advisory role of Ofsted was 

misunderstood by schools and colleges. Nevertheless this pressure is 

experienced as coming from Ofsted. Ron expressed anxiety about a comment 

Ofsted, had made during an inspection.  
 

Ron. Looking at some of the issues we have great difficulty with in ECM, for example, 
‘Healthy Lifestyles,’ where it’s one of the things that Ofsted comment on: how can we 
get our kids to be healthy, to exercise? We make available the facilities. We have 
food which they may not like, but it’s in the canteen. But they don’t eat it and they 
don’t use the gym. 

 
Their issue is, how are they going to control the freedom of students’ eating 

habits to suit Ofsted? The threat of inspection has become entrenched in the 

consciousness of those working in educational institutions.  

 

Ron refers to a ‘story’ set in the past telling of how ‘students were dragooned 

into secondary school where there was a rigid curriculum’ – but he does not 

actually want to be seen to criticise schools. Ron reserves most of his criticism 

for government policy makers: ‘I actually don’t believe that government policy 

does nurture freedom.’ In the same way that David thinks that schools interpret 

policy to suit their agendas, Ron thinks that MPs manipulate policy to work the 
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opinions of the electorate. He distinguishes politicians from policy makers such 

as David, who would be seen as one of the ‘architects of the new Diploma.’ 

 
Ron. So in terms of government and the political side of it, I would say that the 
differences in agenda are the barrier to working collaboratively…Often they have got 
a political mass and they have to please them. 
 

Ron thinks that the self-interested motivations of politicians are the barriers to 

collaboration: they are seen as imposing changes without consulting the 

education profession. 

 

In addition to the barriers created between academic and vocational subjects, it 

is the dominance of outcome driven learning in schools that David identifies as 

preventing freedom. The restricted time allowance for creative subjects is seen 

as limiting the subject’s ownership of creative processes.  

 
David. If you really have creative learning you know you can’t do it on a Tuesday 
morning between 10-11 can you? You know it’s got to be embedded differently…It’s 
got to be very open-ended, it’s a tolerance of ambiguity for example. What is it with 
schemes of work and three part lesson plans and carefully devised lesson plans with 
minute-by-minute you know what you’re doing? It’s the antithesis of creativity.  
 

He was vehemently against the highly controlled three-part lessons that art 

teachers are expected to produce for observations. According to David these 

lessons reflect the ‘belts and braces’ attitude in schools which is ‘unbelievably 

boring for kids.’ He also thinks that students’ ideas cannot develop and 

‘incubate’ in the time-controlled atmosphere of schools. Ron recognised the 

outcome driven curriculum in place, but he did not present this as a choice.  

 
Ron. I don’t think that when they talk about the success of the education system, that 
they actually talk about whether people have a deeper understanding of cultural roots 
in British society, and whether they have a greater appreciation in art, or whether 
they take part in art. They measure it in terms of our success in the league tables, 
percentages of people unemployed, percentages of people engaged in post-16 and 
the percentage of people going to university. 
 

‘They’ are the policy makers in government, who have a negative impact in their 

lack of concern for the qualitative effects of learning. The league tables are 
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powerfully divisive, and are used in competition between schools, for – as Ron 

says, ‘the fact that you’re fishing in the same pond.’ 

 

David sought to cast off the negative perceptions of policy held by many 

teachers. He described the positive effects of well planned policy as opposed to 

the embattled position of ‘pre-curriculum thinking.’ He views this insular 

tendency as the barrier to liberating policy changes. 

 
David. Some, a minority have really embraced it, and are moving things on fast and 
others have really just stuck their heads in the sand or there’s no change. The vision 
of the ‘bigger picture’ for Art and Design is acknowledged to be subject to 
change during implementation. The full implementation of the 2008 curriculum 
was predicted to take until 2025, without counter measures introduced by a 
change of government. David said candidly that policy implementation was 
projected, but never realised. 

 
David. The problem is that implementation never really happens. You design it, you 
roll it out, you think you’ve done the training, you think you’ve implemented it. You 
then assess it, you find out that it’s not working and you do something else; because 
the system doesn’t allow for how long implementation takes. 
 

When the coalition government took power in 2010, the axe fell swiftly on the 

quangos that had advised for art education, and support for the 2008 curriculum 

was reined back. The coalition wanted to devolve power from ‘arms length’ 

organisations such as the one that David works for, to ‘the front line’ of schools 

and head teachers. David had been buoyant and optimistic when I interviewed 

him in 2009. By September 2010 his outlook was very different.  

 

David. We know the new primary curriculum has been scrapped and the new 
Secondary Curriculum is to be ‘reformed’. A consultation is promised on EYFS13 but 
we’ll need to wait for a White Paper in December to know much more. This is all very 
depressing, especially it is far too early to evaluate the impact of the NSC. More 
change for change sake? We know Gove wants a ‘knowledge based curriculum, 
whatever that means… New 14-19 Diplomas have been scrapped but no news about 
whether the existing ones will stay. There are vague rumours of ‘reforming’ GCSE 
and GCE – we’ll just have to wait and see.  

                                                
13 Early Years Foundation Stage 
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In addition the government will introduce legislation this autumn to abolish the 
Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency saving £128 million. BECTA14 
will also close saving £112.5 million and the Teacher Development and Training 
Agency (TDA) will lose £30 million (about one third) from its budget. Arts Council 
England will lose £23 million this year, about 5 per cent of its budget. All these bodies 
have commissioned work from us, or part-funded activities in the past year so the 
impact on us, and on art and design education, is likely to be significant both now and 
in the years ahead. 

 
The lifeline for the projected time-span of implementation of the new curriculum 

and related collaborative ventures in art and design had been scrapped without 

a second thought.  

 

It could be said that any policy change which requires attention and 

implementation would be considered an infringement upon freedom. Ron, like 

focus teacher Sam, thinks that policy is an imposition which cannot encourage 

freedom and that freedom ‘would be an absence of policy.’ He thought that the 

2008 policy changes were ‘more prescriptive’ than empowering. Ron thought 

that the Conservatives also would not nurture freedom. Gove frames The 

Importance of Teaching in the rhetoric of creating greater freedom and 

autonomy for individuals. 

 
It is only through reforming education that we can allow every child the chance to 
take their full and equal share in citizenship, shaping their own destiny, and becoming 
masters of their own fate…Throughout history, most individuals have been the 
victims of forces beyond their control...But education provides a route to liberation 
from these imposed constraints. (Ibid. 6) 
 

Ron would possibly agree with this statement – with its focus on the ‘equal 

share in citizenship,’ however this ‘liberation’ is meant to be controlled, within a 

reduced curriculum geared towards competitive commercial interests. The 

White Paper introduces the signifiers of ‘freedom’ and ‘autonomy’ as malleable 

ciphers, in parallel with restrictive language that conveys their intention to 

                                                
14 British Educational Communications and Technology Agency 
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control learning content and reduce resources for education – somewhat like a 

‘tighter, more rigorous… strait jacket.’ 15 
 

The ‘Free Schools’ legislation, presented as new by the coalition, allows 

parents, charities, and community groups to start up schools formed on their 

own principles. This legislation makes no reference to the early free schools of 

the 1970’s (Fig. 20) and parents have always been able to educate their 

children outside British formal education16. The 2010 legislation also enables 

commercial investors to capitalise on state education, and this move towards 

the competitive free-market also informs the drive towards creating many more 

academies. Labour’s Tony Blair brought in the state funded independent 

academies in the 2002 Education Act, which also legislated for increased 

private sector involvement in state education. Gove is revisionist in this sense, 

and directly quotes Blair. 

 
An Academy) belongs not to some remote bureaucracy, not to the rulers of 
government, local or national, but to itself, for itself. The school is in charge of its own 
destiny…  
(Blair 2010, A Journey, in Gove 2010, 56) 

 
Gove’s sense of institutional ‘autonomy’ is orchestrated by control mechanisms 

and ‘tougher discipline’. Teachers are under increased surveillance:  ‘We will 

make clear that there is no ‘three hour limit’ on the amount of time a teacher can 

be observed.’ The government has a mission to control student behaviour and 

return to ‘traditional values’ as demonstrated in the ‘Troops to Teachers’ plan 17: 

a facilitated entry for the forces into teaching. Gove says that the coalition, ‘think 

                                                
15 11 We need a new approach to the National Curriculum, specifying a tighter, more rigorous, 
model of the knowledge which every child should expect to master in core subjects at every key 
stage. In a school system which encourages a greater degree of autonomy and innovation the 
National Curriculum will increasingly become a rigorous benchmark, against which schools can 
be judged rather than a prescriptive strait jacket into which all learning must be squeezed. 
(Gove 2010,10) 
 
16 Provision for home education was outlined in the 1944 Act and consolidated in the 1996 
Education Act. 
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it is important to avoid criminalising young people’ (Ibid.50); this would be 

disputed by the hundreds of students who were ‘kettled’ by police for several 

hours whilst on protest marches against cuts in education and the rise in 

university fees. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Fig. 20 ) White Lion Street Free 
School (magazine1973) open1972-
77: emphasising creative play and 
personalised learning through 
exploration. The child’s empowered 
stance reflects the ethos. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Fig.21) The logo of the West London 
Free School, opened in 2011. The 
Latin term means ‘dare to know’ (ref. 
Foucault 1984, ed. Rabinow 1991, 
35) It appeared first in Horace, then 
was taken up by Kant in ‘What is 
Enlightenment?’ (1784). The imperial 
Roman epitomises the quest for 
knowledge. Foucault’s concern with 
the Kantian Enlightenment as a force 
for structuring the social order is 
justified here. 
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Before entering into theoretical analysis in Part 2 I will summarise David and 

Ron’s views on the relation between policy and freedom in education. David 

talked about his concepts of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ policy – separating policy into that 

which is ‘assimilated’ and ‘manageable’ but also enabling of a wide curriculum, 

and the policy which is formed without consultation of people with experience of 

Art and Design curriculum development, and which is out of contact with what is 

happening in schools. In 2009 David thought that school senior management 

were the main barrier to freedom in art education, in that they resist progressive 

policy changes. He considers that schools and exam boards are against freedom 

as creative experimentation and cultural diversity; however there are 

contradictory elements in his interview data in that he promotes ‘disciplined 

innovation as a format for creativity. 

 

Ron in senior management distrusts all educational policy as an imposition upon 

schools’ freedom to manage education as they see fit. He sees the barriers to 

freedom in education as being formed in the self-interested actions of politicians 

who want to manipulate the electorate. He also notes the competitive drives of 

different educational providers as being restrictive on the curriculum and ethos of 

sixth-form colleges. However Ron also associates freedom in education with a 

decline in standards, and is fearful of returning to the more liberated attitudes 

prior to the 1988 Education Reform Act. 
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Part 2  Theoretical Analysis 
 
Even before I start to employ Sartrean and Foucauldian philosophy to bring to 

light aspects of the data, I will observe that the policy makers have a far more 

idealised version of freedom in practice, which is much less engaged in the day-

to-day struggles of creating freedom and autonomy for students and 

practitioners, and more focused on creating ethical outlines and guidelines, which 

practitioners are then supposed to implement. In addition the dialectic of 

resistance and conformity – in creating an individuated subject with agency that 

is at the root of much of the practitioners’ responses, is substituted in the 

interviews by a need to organise subjectivity and to construct that subjectivity 

according to the values of the policy maker.  

 

Freedom, Possibility and the New Curriculum 
 
To gather a sense of whether or not policy encourages free-will and autonomy, 

in this qualitative study, it is essential to consider the subject’s attitudes to and 

situation in relation to policy.  David considers the ‘New Curriculum’ of 2008 to 

be a venture into freedom. He describes how some policy makers considered 

the new curriculum ideas unrealisable. He presents the work that he and others 

did as bringing possibility into an arena of risk-averse thinking. ‘The 

unrealisables are revealed as to be realised.’ (Sartre 2003, 549) They are the 

challenges that the proactive subject seeks to overcome in the given situation.  

 

David considers the 2008 curriculum to be an attempt at huge changes: ‘This is 

the biggest change in education, certainly since 1944 and possibly ever.’ This 

emphasis on the visionary and projected goals of working towards the future, 

relates with the restless aims of Sartre’s being-for-itself.  David acknowledges 

that his visions for the future are projected into the unknown, and that the 

intentions and effects of this policy will change during implementation – if 

indeed the policy can be implemented with a change of government. Sartre 
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recognised that being-for-itself can never be fully realised – as the future will 

not be as we construct it in the present. However David sees the ‘New 

Curriculum’ as opening a field of possibility, and alternative ways of 

approaching policy making for Art and Design education, which counters 

regressive ‘risk-averse’ thinking.  

 

David wants to be able to move schools out of the pre-conscious, ‘pre-

curriculum’ thinking, in which senior management bury their ‘heads in the sand’ 

and refuse to encounter policy change. This description of senior management 

epitomises the unreflective insular tendencies of being-in-itself, as located in 

the subject bound to the past and the practico-inert or status-quo of the 

institution. David sees himself as developing policy towards diversity – in 

subject matter, cultural and historical context, and across the disciplines in Art 

and Design. Although he does not use the terms ‘freedom’ or ‘free-will’ to 

describe these processes, the provision of greater and wider resources for art 

education works on the guiding motivation of greater freedom of choice.  A 

representation of the learner’s being-for-itself, as the thirst for learning that will 

take them into the future is found in the 2008 Curriculum Aims: successful 

learners, 7) ‘enjoy learning and are motivated to achieve the best they can now 

and in the future’ (Appendix 4)18. The aims acknowledge the learner’s agency 

and their potential for transforming the given situation.  

 

Ron does not think that government policy can bring about freedom. He is more 

cautious about freedom as a driving concept in education as he considers that 

‘freedom,’ which he defines as being undirected - ‘you can do what you like,’ 

demotivates and even prevents learning. Yet both Ron and David agree that 

barriers to freedom and proactive independent learning emerge in narrow, 

competitive agendas, as schools work towards assessment criteria. David 

                                                

18 Source http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/subjects/key-stage-3/art-and-
design/Art-and-design-and-aims/index.aspx 
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portrays schools and the exam boards as attempting to dissociate from the 

perceived degeneracy of free-will. He said, ‘I suspect that schools are not that 

keen on freedom really.’  

 

The ever restless Sartrean being-for-itself is again the focal ontological mode, 

but here the aims that senior management in schools leap towards are 

perceived as geared towards success in the league-tables, which is the process 

of being-for-itself as it relates with being-for-others, in the way that the Other – 

parents, OFSTED, other schools and colleges perceive the institution and 

therefore its senior management. This is not freedom and autonomy for the 

learner, but respect and reputation of the institution as a primary goal. 

 

David seeks a release from the parcelling of predetermined knowledge that he 

often sees in schools. Imagination, like existential freedom, works in a mode of 

possibility. It builds outwards from the known towards the unknown. Hence an 

imaginative, creative subject is also an innovative subject. David cited 

Ehrenzweig as an influence, who sees creativity as a process of leaping over the 

gaps in the known, a process which he likened to Piaget’s view of the child’s 

‘syncretistic vision’ (Ehrenzweig 2000, 6).  

  
As it is, the creative thinker has to make a decision about his (her) route without 
having the full information needed for his choice. This dilemma belongs to the 
essence of creativity.  
(Ehrenzweig 2000, 37) 
 

David discussed Ehrenzweig’s theory of ‘conscious planning and unconscious 

scanning’ in The Hidden Order of Art, and said that creativity was ‘an interaction 

of the two.’ This process could be compared to the relationship between the 

Sartrean being-in-itself and being-for-itself. The subject with free-will emerges in 

the exchange between the in-itself’s ‘unconscious scanning’ of its surroundings 

and the emergence of being-for-itself, as the drive towards comprehension of 

what is lacked. The beginning of ‘conscious planning’ and the Sartrean presence-

to-self is like an epiphany, upon awakening from a dream. 
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David. So you can plan but the unconscious scanning is when you wake up at three 
in the morning and you think, ‘Ooh hope I remember that in the morning,’ because it’s 
clearly the answer.  

 
To address considerations of the extent of the creative subject’s agency in the 

given situation, I asked Ron if he thought that creativity was about working with 

limits and developing new methods of artistic expression in response to those 

limits. Ron interpreted this question as a consideration of whether artists 

produce better work when they face limitations in society. 

 
Ron. There’s almost a logic to that that the more repressive the regime, therefore the 
more artistic creation.  

 
In this statement Ron does not recognise that artists constantly face limits in 

society, in restrictions upon means of expression that are acceptable, and in the 

social and financial recognition of their work.  As theorised by Foucault, Sartre 

and Freire, freedom is born through struggle against such limits – to survive as 

an artist. The comprehension of creative freedom emerges in the subject 

recognising limitations in the given situation which can be transcended or acted 

upon. The artist can develop a voice in artwork and gather awareness of what 

is lacked – as the being-for-itself the subject strives for. Ron’s extension of his 

argument that artists should not need to ‘push against’ forces in society – since 

therefore ‘ it’s only ineffective constraint that prompts creativity’ seems to 

invalidate artists who do push against limits in society: their work is ‘really dull 

to be honest.’ Here Ron appears to want to contain the dissenting voice, and to 

propose a vision of art in which creative freedom is harmonious with the 

governing bodies in society. 
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Intersubjectivity – Conflicted Other or Collaboration and 
Mitsein? 
 
I found that both David and Ron located their own focus for the barriers to 

freedom and autonomy in art education. This focus became the Other as point of 

blame – the conflicted Other that Sartre discusses. Yet both participants 

idealised the collaborative sense of being-with others and both located areas of 

positive intersubjectivity for themselves. Their ideals for policy and curriculum 

related to Heidegger’s mitsein – being-with, which is a shared existence with 

shared goals.  

 
Being with one another is based proximally and often exclusively upon what is a 
matter of common concern in such Being.   
(Heidegger 1967,159) 

 
At the time I interviewed David he believed in the viability of collaboration – 

relating to being-with as ‘in community with’ the subject (Sartre 2003, 43). He 

notes this positive collaboration at an organisational level, and thinks that conflict 

arises at the parochial level of schools: they are the restrictive and conflicted 

Other, and not the policy which was being introduced in 2009. David views 

schools as ‘very conservative places.’ He asserts that senior management are 

the cause of restricted creativity and resistance to change. They are the 

‘alienation of (his) possibles’ (Sartre 2003, 293) since he sees senior 

management as the ‘make or break’ of the New Curriculum.  

 
David. No I think its educational management very specifically in schools. I think it’s 
school senior management. I think there’s a wooliness. 
 

David’s description of senior management consistently corresponds with the 

Sartrean being-in-itself and the practico-inert. For David they are the cause of 

institutional inertia, because of their introspective thinking – which appears as 

‘woolly’ and impenetrable. 

 
David. People do seem to have a pretty clear idea of what they want to do, but it will 
take a long time for it to penetrate some schools. 
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For new policy to have this positive effect, the subject – senior management, or 

teacher, would need to be open to accepting changes. To ‘penetrate’ this being-

in-itself, which is perpetuated in the evasion and omission of the unknown, 

being-for-itself has to de-centre being-in-itself: the bubble of complacency 

needs to be burst by the sharp realisation of lack, and by the gradual 

recognition of the relative advantages new policy gives to the Other.  

 

For Ron government policy makers are the conflicted Other. He thinks that 

policy makers de-value the contributions that educators have to make in 

developing policy. 

 
Ron. I don’t think the input from the educational institutions and the classroom 
practitioners is particularly valued by those who set policy. 
 

David’s identification of senior management as the main obstruction would 

perhaps add fuel to Ron’s argument. However it appears that there is a conflict of 

interests which prevents more positive engagement. Ron describes how policy 

prevents ‘what is right’ as the school’s freedom to choose their direction 

according to beliefs. This sense of the Other preventing freedom and autonomy 

corresponds with the Sartrean sense of conflicted intersubjectivity, whereby the 

Other’s judgmental ‘look’ in at the workings of the institution is seen as 

obstructing the most appropriate practices with the subjects involved as 

‘unknown objects.’ 

 
To be looked at is to apprehend oneself as the unknown object of unknowable 
appraisals – in particular of value judgements.  
(Sartre 2003, 291) 
 

Ron’s discourses relate to the Sartrean conflicted Other, which appears as a 

barrier to freedom, in his descriptions of relationships between adult 

professionals. In addition to the impasse between policy makers and educators, 

there is dysfunctional communication between different areas of provision for 

young people – such as social workers and health workers, which can develop 

into hierarchical stand-offs between these groups of professionals. 
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Ron. I think there are chains of command, lines of authority, and I’m not sure if that 
really implies ‘working together.’  

  
There are tensions in Ron’s perceptions of subjectivity. He sees the role of 

educators as ‘the development of the full rounded individual’ via personalised 

learning, and also wishes for the college’s autonomy and freedom from external 

policy directive; however he adopts an intersubjective position in recognising 

‘chains of command’ and also in discussing the aims of teaching citizenship as 

a ‘shared’ ‘common culture.’ This sense of being-with others, or mitsein, is an 

idealised position, that when overseen by management can imply a drive 

towards the hegemonic socially constructed subject that Foucault theorises. 

This said the college does have a ‘Diversity Day’ which Ron is keen to promote. 

On this day, the many cultures of students at the college are recognised in 

musical performances and free food. Though this event appears tokenistic, it is 

an attempt to build a sense of community in diversity, so that students may 

experience the most positive aspects of being-with others.  

 

Students and staff from different cultures need to share learning space, and build 

tolerance of each other’s differences. It is this necessity that gives rise to the 

intersubjective ‘common culture’ that Ron is aiming for – rather than 

individualised autonomy. David has also experienced the sense of necessity 

being the mother of collaboration as well as invention. He describes being 

excluded from policy decisions, before he was needed in the development of the 

2008 curriculum. Then when his input was required, a sense of being-with 

community was built among the policy makers 

  
David. I think that someone decided that it might be better if we were on side. 
 

In a position of necessity, the powerful policy makers drew in the critical voices, 

due to what Sartre might term the scarcity of possible solutions to the new 

learning requirements of the 21st century. The motivating factor of lack is the 

premise for Sartre’s claim that ‘Scarcity is the basis of the possibility of human 

history.’ (Sartre 2004, 125) Scarcity causes subjects to pool together in groups, 
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‘as the lived relation of a practical multiplicity to surrounding materiality.’ (Ibid. 

125) David portrays the collaborative practices of a multiplicity of organisations 

as mutually beneficial – entailing what Sartre terms the reciprocity required for a 

‘fused’ group. In 2009 he wanted to put across that this intersubjective 

exchange was highly effective, as the Foucauldian positive power of navigating 

networks.  

 
David. So these are all institutions, government institutions and quangos working 
together in a common cause, and there is no problem at that level. 

 
With the change of government in 2010, this fusing of powerful policy interests 

was fragmented and cut through – to divide and rule those groups with dissenting 

opinions. The actions of the coalition represent David’s conditions for ‘bad’ policy 

– which is formed without consultation, shutting off informed critical voices. His 

model of ‘good policy’ is described as ’assimilated,’ ‘manageable’ and ‘coherent’. 

It ‘permeates’ and bonds with the educational environment. Foucault’s sense of 

power as ‘a productive network’ (Foucault 1980, 119) and its permeating effect 

upon subjectivity is applicable here, as ‘good policy’ is seen to provide an integral 

support structure to the institution, which is made operational in the formative 

effect it has upon the subjectivity of learners and teachers. 

 

Policy – epistemes and social division 
 
Foucault presented historical eras as epistemes of knowledge which are created 

in prevalent forms of social discourse: ‘the episteme is a specifically discursive 

apparatus’ (Foucault 1980, 197). He explored changes in ethical perceptions and 

in the way systems of knowledge were deployed – for example in relation to 

discipline and punishment, government, sexuality, and uses of scientific and 

literary knowledge. Epistemic discourse is recorded in documents, conversation 

and events, and also in cultural output such as visual art, literature, music and 

architecture. These forms of data can be seen as texts of their historical era. 

Foucault does not see these epistemic forces as a linear track of development, 

and identifies regressive tendencies which are packaged in the form of progress 
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– as in the Enlightenment period of the 18th and 19th centuries. Like Foucault, 

David and Ron do not present policy changes through history in the form of linear 

progress. Although only David mentions the 1944 Education Act, both 

participants reference the social stratification that was legitimated by this wartime 

Act, which divided students into privileged academic and oppressed vocational 

groups. 

 

The influence of the 1944 Act has proven very difficult to unseat. Educational 

policy of the 20th century can be seen as being bound in the episteme of thought 

introduced in 1944. David said, ‘We’ve never actually overcome the so-called 

vocational-academic split.’ There have been many changes to the vocational 

courses, the most recent being the introduction of the Diploma in 2008 – which 

was devised to bridge the divide. Yet both David and Ron were sceptical that this 

qualification could mend the rift. The principle of social division appears 

superficially meritocratic, yet it conceals the hidden curriculum of channelling 

learners towards careers which are considered suitable for their class 

background, and for the needs of the economy – as the disguised ‘gradual 

imposition of a whole system of values’ (Foucault 1980, 20). Both David and Ron 

sought to free education from serving the needs of the economy. David wanted 

to achieve this through diversity of the curriculum, and Ron through attending to 

the wider social needs of the ‘full rounded individual.’  

 

Since the 1944 Act, subsequent changes in policy have introduced further 

interactions between policy and pedagogy – which may in comparison be 

considered micro-epistemes. Both participants discuss the 1960s through to the 

early 1980s as a time of comparative freedom for teachers, David says, ‘At that 

time you could just teach.’ He wants to return to this greater freedom in a more 

open and diverse curriculum. In contrast, Ron fears those days of greater 

freedom and, as he sees it, a lack of focused learning. Then in 1988 an era of 

‘subjection by illumination’  (Foucault 1980, 154) was introduced, with the move 

towards continuous assessment via the SATs tests and a prescriptive National 
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Curriculum. This era of surveillance was reinforced by Curriculum 2000, which 

split A Levels into AS and A2 – at that point with 3 assessed units for each 

stage, simplified to 2 units in 2006.  

 

With a Foucauldian perspective, the State perceived a lack of regulation of the 

learning processes that were occurring in schools, and moved to enforce 

control mechanisms to compel schools to measure that learning was taking 

place in Year 6 and Year 9. The resulting culture of ‘teaching to the test,’ which 

would be termed ‘banking education’ by Freire, is seen by David as having 

profoundly affected the subjectivity of students as, ‘They have been in some 

fairly limiting school situations.’ He portrays the teachers raised in this era as 

unable to develop autonomous thinking, or to expand into the greater freedom 

of Curriculum 2008. They are described as perpetuating passive learning 

patterns for future generations. To apply Sartre’s theory in this situation, these 

Classes of 1988 cannot think outside the apparent benefits of the hegemony, 

and have accepted the practico-inert of the institution. David describes the 

passive acceptance of what Sartre calls ‘a solar-system structure’ in relation to 

‘the nineteenth century machine’ (Sartre 2004, 240). Here there is a 

correspondence to Foucault’s panoptic central tower: each subject has a 

defined orbit and they are unwilling to contemplate change. 

 

David is more concerned to view the 2008 Curriculum as progress, since he 

worked for over a decade in developing the concepts behind it. He and other 

policy makers for Art and Design were frustrated by what they view to be the 

narrow curriculum offered by previous legislation. David’s vision of the ‘Bigger 

Picture’ of education spanning 3-19 could not just break into the policy scene. 

Much deliberation and negotiation was required to change Curriculum 2000 

which David says, ‘was rooted in the first part of the 20th century if not the 19th.’ 

A change of reality could only be brought about in realisation of the new 

curriculum. In Foucauldian terms the changing times required exchange and 
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communication, and an intersubjective approach to a new episteme of 

educational requirements.  

 

David associated senior management with the regressive marginalisation of 

creative subjects, to historical hobbyist and copyist ‘school art’, he says: ‘I still 

think they’re living in the 19th century really.’ He sees school management as 

harbingers of a prior era of traditional control systems, comparable to the 

Benthamite sense described by Foucault – by which every stage of learning is 

pre-defined and made transparent to the teacher as central control figure. Ron’s 

distrust of a greater freedom in the curriculum would tend to confirm David’s 

construction of senior management as resisting change. 

 

In addition to the prescriptive policy, the culture of transparency through 

assessment, that teachers and senior management have become accustomed 

to, David also sees the school Art and Design curriculum as being taught within a 

narrow historical layer. He cites Downing and Watson’s School Art What’s in it?  

(2004) in their research sample there was a tendency for schools to teach within 

an isolated historical band. The ‘Contemporary Art Practice’ schools 

concentrated on the second half of the 20th century and the 21st century. The 

randomly identified schools fixated on the latter part of the 19th century. David’s 

opinion that schools need to take a more historical or a genealogical perspective 

on studies in Art and Design relates to Foucault’s transhistorical methodology. 

The theory is that contemporary identities, and the present episteme of thought 

are informed by previous layers of culture:  

 
In sum the aim of my project is to construct a genealogy of the subject. The method 
is an archaeology of knowledge.  
(Foucault 2007,152) 

 
It could be said that schools are pressurised by time constraints and limit the 

band of influences accordingly, with the hope that students will grasp the 

concepts behind the art studied at a greater depth. However a vast range of 

artforms from different eras and cultures are systematically excluded, which can 
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result in a Eurocentric male-dominated learning content. Foucault’s genealogy 

intended to raise the voices occluded by the canon of well documented history, to 

a point where their contribution to world culture could be recognised. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, such Foucauldian ‘counter memories’ have informed the 

critical pedagogy of theorists such as Aronowitz and Giroux, in their work to 

develop dialogical learning conditions that respond to the students’ cultural 

diversity. They seek to further the ‘language of resistance’ and ‘discourse of 

difference’ by ‘allowing people to speak from their particular histories and voices’ 

(Aronowitz and Giroux 1997,124). 

 

Curriculum 2008 recognises the need for expansion rather than contraction, to 

meet the diversity of learners’ needs in ‘Art, craft and design’ as David terms it. A 

stark contrast is found in the coalition government’s approach to the curriculum: it 

reinforces the social division of the 1944 Education Act by devaluing creative and 

vocational qualifications, in favour of A Levels and the EBacc. A period of 

contraction in the curriculum was launched by Gove’s Importance of Teaching 

(2010). This bill trumpets a new era of freedom in which individuals participate in 

the ‘big society’ by ‘shaping their own destiny, and becoming masters of their 

own fate.’ (Gove 2010, 6) This rhetoric masks an agenda of ‘power through 

transparency’ (Foucault 1980, 154) via, for example, the unlimited observation of 

teachers. The coalition distributes social control which is, ‘Wrapped in the mantle 

of Enlightenment and armed with the rhetoric of education excellence’ (Aronowitz 

and Giroux 1997, 5). Their deferred promise of freedom harks back to the ‘empty 

dream of freedom,’ (Foucault, ‘What is Enlightenment?’ ed. Rabinow 1991, 46) 

My interpretation is that the signifiers of freedom and autonomy are deployed as 

triggers of public acceptance, to launch an era of reduced state responsibility for 

education and public services.  
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Constructing the Normative Subject 
 
In contrast to the practitioners, the policy makers consider it a responsibility to 

work towards constructing the learner as subject, ‘developing the individual’ to 

benefit the learner in the future. David presents contradictions between his 

interest in ‘disciplined innovation’, and his encouragement of playful free-will 

which refutes the hegemonic subject. In contrast, Ron rejects the free subject: he 

welcomes the creation of a Foucauldian normative subject in education. He 

discusses pedagogy as ‘preparing the brain’ of students for a future that will 

change, of educating for the ‘common culture which unites people’ and by 

promoting ‘citizenship’ studies. 

 

Ron describes the necessity of guiding learners towards a shared cultural 

experience in which there ‘could be difference;’ this stance can be seen as 

having an egalitarian motivation, but it can be read more critically as relating to 

an Enlightenment model of education – whereby the ‘responsible citizen’ is 

prepared for a future in which they are useful to society. Foucault’s theory of the 

socially constructed subject is an appropriate window to open upon Ron’s 

presentation of his role in education. His motivations acknowledge the formative 

effect that education has upon students’ subjectivity in a ‘society of normalisation’ 

(Foucault 1980,107) this is a projection into a future society in which the subject 

must thrive and fit in – it is a projection from the present into the future, so it 

depends upon the continuation of embedded social norms which will survive 

future change.   

 
Ron considers Sartrean free-will unsuitable for students, as they would not yet 

have the required knowledge to use it to their advantage. He thinks that 

students should be guided by educators, so that they attain a level of 

knowledge which will be respected by universities as appropriate rather than 

criticised as ‘dumbing down.’ David’s theoretical interests, which inform his 

development of policy, indicate that he too supports the structured guidance of 

young people’s subjectivity. He suggested that I read Howard Gardner’s 
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Creating Minds, to inform my perspectives on creativity. In this book Gardner 

looks at the factors that go into making ‘Exemplary Creators’. He examines the 

lives of Einstein, Picasso, T.S. Elliot, Stravinsky and Martha Graham. He notes 

that most of them had supportive bourgeois backgrounds, that nurtured their 

prodigious talent within a ‘domain’ of knowledge. 

 

This view does not favour advances in interdisciplinary, broad learning – which 

David describes as a value in education: Gardner states that ‘Every creative 

breakthrough occurs within some specific domain or discipline.’ (Gardner 1993, 

95).  However Gardner also notes that some such as Einstein and ‘Picasso the 

reflexive anarchist’ (Ibid, 261) did not cope well with the disciplined learning of 

formal education. As creative prodigies, they rebelled against the norms 

expected for young people – a state of being which Gardner calls ‘asynchrony’ 

(Ibid, 382) – standing outside the times they lived in. They jarred with the 

prevalent episteme, to use a Foucauldian term. Yet Picasso’s early artwork 

shows a mastery of formal drawing in portraiture, which he escaped from as an 

adult.  

 

The belief that creativity is found in the work of a mature, specialised artist and 

not a child is also put forward by another source David referred to – Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi. He says that creative people need ‘Access to a field’ (1996, 54) 

in order to excel. As David put it, ‘You’ve got to be creative in a particular area.’ 

Csikszentmihalyi’s research on creativity as ‘flow’ was carried out among 

successful creative people who were all aged 60 or over. He contests that young 

people are not truly ‘creative’ because they are not yet innovative in a field, they 

do not ‘change a domain’ (Ibid, 183). This theory implies that a disciplined 

structure of learning is required so that students can acquire an appreciation of 

the existent knowledge of a field. Therefore early divergence from these rules 

towards free-will and autonomy would perhaps not be encouraged.  
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David does not work directly with young people. His organisation focuses on 

adult practitioners in art education, developing training programmes which 

maintain the ‘flow’ of their reflective practice. This concept of ‘flow’ corresponds 

with Sartre’s ontological interaction between the restless freedom of being-for-

itself and its connection with the unanswered questions of the outside world. 

Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of creativity as innovation through mastery, also links 

to Foucault’s concept of building knowledge of the system in order to navigate 

its power/knowledge dynamics and to discover its ‘loopholes and resistances’ 

(Foucault 1980, 119). The subject internalises the rules and language of the 

field, then creates new developments. David’s interest in ‘disciplined innovation’ 

is also a pursuit of methods to nurture ‘Exceptional Creators,’ perhaps in a 

competitive bid to secure a higher level of esteem for creative subjects. 

 
David. I mean if you know the big picture of the new curriculum, there’s questions 
down the side:’ What do we want to achieve? How will we organise it? How will we 
know when we’ve done it? Well that’s also the process for disciplined innovation.19 
 

The sequential form of regulatory discourse used in the disciplined innovation 

cycle can be read through Foucault’s quadrilateral of language. The language 

quadrilateral is formed by, ‘The four theories – of the proposition, of articulation, 

of designation, and of derivation’ (Foucault 2002, 127) as discussed in Chapter 

2.  ‘What do we want to achieve?’ - The questioning structure proposes a target 

and forms an articulation and naming of the new idea that has yet to take form. 

‘How will we organise it?’ - The organisation discourse, setting required factors 

in place in order for the idea to be achieved, leads to the designation and 

realisation of ideas. ‘How will we know when we’ve done it?’ In realising the 

proposed ideas, from which (in the case of art education) works of art or design 

forms are derived, this self-appraisal synthesises an evaluation of how the 

achieved results address the initial proposal.  

                                                
19 The definition from QCA was: ‘Disciplined innovation is a process of: • defining outcomes to be 
achieved in terms of what you want to see and hear in learners, • taking action to bring about the 
outcomes, • keeping track of emerging impact and progress towards the outcomes, and • making 
decisions to increase the rate of progress and extent of impact.’ (QCA  Disciplined Curriculum 
Innovation’  Sept. 2008)  



 
 

183 

Foucault’s view of creative ‘disciplines’ (Chomsky and Foucault 2006, 18) in 

relation to scientific discovery emerges in his televised debate with Chomsky. 

He refers to creativity as an innovative process, a ‘transformation’ of current 

understanding effected through pioneers in the field: 

 
‘It is the suppression of negativity, the effacement of an obstacle, the disappearance 
of prejudices, the abandonment of old myths, the retreat of irrational beliefs, and 
access finally freed to experience and to reason; it represents the application of an 
entirely new grille [grid]. (Ibid.18) 
 

Chomsky presents a different view of creativity: 
 

‘When you speak of scientific creativity, you’re speaking, properly, of the 
achievements of a Newton. But in the context in which I have been speaking about 
creativity, it’s a normal human act. I’m speaking of the kind of creativity that any child 
demonstrates when he’s [she’s] able to come to grips with a new situation. (Ibid. 19) 

 
Here Chomsky differs from Foucault’s conception of creativity as transforming 

the historical ‘grid’ of knowledge and creative output, - as what Gardner terms 

an ‘Exceptional Creator’ and moves creativity towards the idea of a ‘normal 

human act’ that a child might accomplish. David’s interview data presents his   

support for theories of creativity which involve a disciplined learning of the rules 

before true creativity can be unleashed as a mature adult. Yet contradictions are 

presented in that David also puts up a resistance to such containment of unruly 

creative urges in schools. He believes schools are resistant to freedom and that 

they administer ‘social and other kinds of control, and that’s really the antithesis 

of creativity.’ He says that creativity requires freedom because, ‘Well because it 

transgresses doesn’t it? It’s breaking new ground.’ David describes the 

characteristics of free creativity at school as emerging in ‘playful’ experimentation 

which is often cut off by teachers, who see it as divergence from the norm of the 

set task.  

 

To explain this contradiction, I would suggest that there is a tension between 

David who is concerned to set free creativity from the conservatism of school 

management, and David who is also intent on raising the profile of Art and 

Design as a subject – so that it can compete with core curriculum areas for 
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government funding. The latter motivation would move him towards arguing for 

the economic strengths and innovative thinking that emerge from British artists 

and designers. David’s subjective interpretation of freedom and creativity in 

relation to art education appears to change according the context of his 

argument. In this sense he reflects the plurality of voices that emerge via the 

post-structural subject. The self identifies with different cultural reference points 

in changing locations and social roles.  

 
The kind of subject or person we are in different places and times depends on the 
rules, discourses and ideas in a culture which determines what can be said, thought 
and done, and on the social and historical context in which we live.  
(Danaher et al, Understanding Foucault, 2000, 124) 

 
Contradictions occur with Ron, in that although he briefly observes the curriculum 

becoming ‘narrowly, particularly post-16, orientated’ and tells the ‘story’ of 

students being ‘dragooned into secondary school where there was a rigid 

curriculum’, his reconnection with his official subjectivity veers towards 

supporting a ‘more prescriptive’ curriculum, with the conservative perspective 

that David identifies among senior management. He thinks that current legislation 

has not accurately defined creativity – neither has it pinned down a responsible 

role in forming the subject:  

 
Ron. I think legislation could be reviewed to do it, but I think you need a lot more 
thought about what actually creative thought and learning is. It’s not the same as play 
is it? 

 
As Sartre said, ‘We can be nothing without playing at it.’ (Sartre 2003, 107) This 

definition of creative learning involves the playful enactment of ideas, techniques 

and being in future roles, which enable the subject to try out such roles as if they 

were a form of ontological clothing. Some practitioners attempt to incorporate 

playful teaching methods, Daisy - an artist teacher, described how she uses such 

methods, including ‘Ask the Expert.’ Daisy says that this game puts students, ‘in 

a position of authority:’ they pretend to have expertise in an area they are 

interested in, and draw upon their imagination and background knowledge to 

convince peers of their expertise. Daisy said such techniques were frowned upon 
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by academic staff, who thought this was not ‘serious academic study.’ ‘Serious’ 

learning involves schemes of work agreed with management, and regulated 

timetables which attempt to formalise students’ subjectivity - so that this 

formalisation becomes internalised as self-discipline. David argues against the 

timed parcelling of art education and says that creativity must be ‘embedded 

differently.’ 
 

And this different embedding of creativity within the learning programme would 

entail a more ‘open ended’ learning framework – and a construction of 

subjectivity which is more ‘tolerant of ambiguity’ as David puts it. This theory 

has to take into account the varying levels of input that students, and teachers 

have. In Sartre’s terms those students who can make a free-commitment to 

their artwork, which is not elicited by the constant presence of a teacher, have 

visualised their work as their own human project, it has become assimilated 

with their identity.  

 

Power, Truth and Knowledge 
 
In reading the interview data for David and Ron, discourses emerge which centre 

on policy as the location, formation and distribution of knowledge. Foucauldian 

dynamics of Power/Knowledge can be applied to analyse the driving forces of 

these discourses, to recognise power in operation ‘as it traverses and produces 

things,’ (Foucault 1980, 119). In educational institutions, it seems that the 

selective distribution of knowledge forms the basis of power. Information is 

communicated on a ‘need to know’ basis, and if management do not consider 

that teachers need to be informed of policy changes then the ‘culture of silence’ 

that Freire discusses (1996, 17) is maintained, as it is with other information that 

might cause unrest or upheaval. For example there was no mention of the cut to 

students’ EMA in 2012, and for all the response that senior management 

circulated to this situation, one might have thought that it was never going to 

happen. Ron says, 
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I don’t actually think that knowledge brings you greater quality of life. Sometimes 
ignorance is bliss and knowing more doesn’t make you happier. 
 

It is often said that the truth can hurt. It can also reveal dysfunctional aspects of 

the institution which teachers and students are excluded from – as if for their 

own protection. There are many situations where economies of truth are 

practised – or ‘preferential’ distribution of knowledge is used to divide and rule 

members of staff – for example with information that is shared about the 

budget, or about members of staff who have applied for jobs elsewhere. This 

commodification of information as truth which is in the possession of authorised 

subjects becomes a Foucauldian truth game – a ritual of institutional authority 

which becomes ‘a set of rules by which truth is produced’  

(Foucault, ed. Rabinow 1997, 297).  

 

Ron forefronts his value of honesty - perhaps as a defence mechanism: ‘There 

are things which are important values, which are important values – like 

honesty. He appears to want to question my research ethics, and whether the 

interview is in good faith, to use a Sartrean term – which refers to the subject’s 

open acknowledgement of aspects of the self, rather than self-deceit: ‘Good 

faith wishes to flee the “not-believing-what-one-believes” (Sartre 2003, 93) i.e. 

to proclaim beliefs and intentions rather than to conceal them. In a Foucauldian 

sense he insists on an institutionalised form of truth. ‘Power never ceases its 

interrogation, its inquisition, its registration of truth.’ (Foucault 1980, 93) Ron 

does not pursue truth as a Foucauldian technology of self in parrhesia: he is not 

‘someone who takes a risk’ (Foucault 2005, 16). The door was open so that 

other teachers could interrupt the interview, which happened twice, and the 

information that he gave about himself was very brief. 

 
Senior management mediate the power structures that act upon them, so that 

most teachers are unaware of the mechanisms that operate in the hierarchy 

above them – with the intention that teachers focus on their teaching and do not 

interrupt the status-quo – the Sartrean practico-inert of the institution. External 

powers that act upon senior management include Ofsted, who can descend upon 
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an institution with two days notice. In comparison to the long-haul of policy 

implementation – or non-implementation, it is the immanent terror of Ofsted that 

stirs Senior Management from its façade of sang-froid. This is evidenced in Ron’s 

anxiety about an Ofsted comment about the unhealthy eating habits of students; 

he says that this is one of ‘the issues we have great difficulty with.’  

 

The surveillance procedure of the inspection, or the threat of it, has become 

entrenched in the consciousness of those working in educational institutions – 

so that it operates in a Panoptic process: the central observation tower in 

Bentham’s Panopticon did not need to be occupied to effect a transparency of 

surveillance, and senior management are on action stations in any year that 

Ofsted might visit. At the Sixth Form College, Senior Management attempted to 

assert their institutional autonomy and take ownership of this threat of 

inspection by introducing a ‘Mocksted’ in the year they expected to be visited by 

Ofsted – in the same way that students might have a mock exam. They brought 

in a duo of qualified inspectors to put staff through their paces, as if it were a 

real inspection. Again a Foucauldian truth game is being effected, where 

teaching staff go through the inspection process for real – i.e. really being 

inspected and having lessons graded, while senior management can 

experience the mock inspection as if it were a cathartic roller coaster ride.  

 

The Policy Makers wanted to change such dramatised responses to Ofsted, 

and to encourage interaction with their recommendations as a Foucauldian 

positive power, rather than perceptions of them as the Sartrean conflicted 

Other. David also wants to build shared discourses – rather than humouring 

schools that seek autonomy in splendid isolation. He exemplifies this 

collaboration in the range of organisations working together ‘in a common 

cause’ on the Cultural Offer as ‘Find Your Talent.’  David sought to cast off the 

negative perceptions of policy held by many teachers. He described the positive 

effects of well planned policy – in the Foucauldian sense of positive 

power/knowledge networks, as opposed to the embattled position of ‘pre-
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curriculum thinking.’  For new policy to have this beneficial effect on the subject 

– senior management, or teacher, would need to be open to accepting changes 

such as the 2008 Curriculum, and to assimilating them in their practice. Their 

insular tendency, which relates to Sartrean being-for-itself, is seen by David as 

the barrier to liberating policy changes – because senior management prefer 

‘no change’ to ‘moving things on fast.’  

 

If the process of gradually building new policy into the discourse of everyday 

practice is compared with Foucault’s quadrilateral of language, it founders at 

the third stage. The quadrilateral identifies four stages in the formation of 

language – and in this case I am applying these stages to the potential 

formation of a shared language of educational policy. The policy is proposed by 

a think tank of policy makers who assess current conditions within education 

and decide upon the changes required; it is then articulated - in terms of how 

this policy is to be implemented, but it never reaches designation – it is not 

‘assimilated’ in practice. As David says ‘The problem is that implementation 

never really happens.’ Therefore at the fourth stage of derivation, the evaluative 

attribution of meaning to the discourse of policy’s translation into practice, the 

policy is seen not to have worked and a new proposition is put forward; as 

evidenced in the many changes of vocational course provision that David 

mentions. 

 

In relation to the data from my research participants, the problems arise in how 

new policy is articulated to education professionals, and in the time required for 

the designation process of organisation and application. Ron says that the 

opinions of educators are not valued by policy makers. The articulation stage is 

interrupted by a lack of compatible discourse between policy makers and 

educators, who do not feel they have been consulted in its development. It is 

resisted because policy is seen as an imposition upon practice, rather than a 

guide to improving working processes.  
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From May 2010, the coalition government had a mission statement to localise 

power and give schools greater autonomy. However the hierarchy within the 

institution is further delineated and teachers are under increased surveillance:  

‘We will make clear that there is no ‘three hour limit’ on the amount of time a 

teacher can be observed.’ (Gove 2010) So Senior Management can increase 

their drop-in lesson observations, and can police the forms of autonomy and 

freedom which are permitted in the institution. If the school becomes an academy 

it is not bound by what Blair might term ‘politically correct’ union terms and 

conditions. Therefore the state’s responsibility to standardise working conditions 

decreases. Foucault proposes that rebellion is formed by and then contained 

within the institutions of power. In the coalition’s policy the impetus is upon the 

institution to manage their dissenting staff, rather than external bodies. Sartre 

protests that the subject needs to take action to maintain their resistance to 

domineering forces, being-with and for-others in union action, as a response to 

the scarcity induced by cuts, or as an individual who takes the risk to say ‘no.’  

 

What are the implications of these interpretations of policy in 
relation to Sartre, and to Foucault? 
 
Ron and David, as divergent as their roles in education and beliefs are, see their 

roles working towards ‘developing the individual’ in learning situations. They 

express no concern about their part in shaping the subjectivity of teachers and 

students, they acknowledge that they do so – and present that as justificatory of 

their role. However it matters to them how they form subjectivity – and the type of 

social constructions that are brought to bear upon subjects they take a 

responsibility for.  

 

Ron’s version of the Foucauldian socially constructed subject aims towards 

helping the individual to help themselves – in future challenging situations, by 

‘preparing the brain’ to encounter the unpredictability of the future. His main 

concerns in this are extending skills in literacy and numeracy, and citizenship – 

which is preparing students to welcome diversity but fit in with the dominant 
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culture. David wants to alter the structure and content of the curriculum in Art and 

Design, so that the learning subjects in formation will have access to a wider 

range of stimuli in which creative ideas can ‘incubate.’ Yet his approach does not 

correspond with Sartre’s concept of free-will, since he thinks that the conditions 

for innovation should be nurtured within interrogative ‘disciplined innovation.’ In 

this his ideas relate more to Foucault’s theorisation of new creative artforms as 

discourses with a socially constructed formation, epistemic forces created in a 

‘grid’ of cultural knowledge which can produce exceptional creativity – rather than 

the ‘normal creativity’ that Chomsky theorises in debate with Foucault. 

 

Both Ron and David have ideals of co-operative intersubjectivity, in pedagogy. 

These ideals can be viewed through Heidegger’s theory of being-with or mitsein 

in which the subject and the Other coexist with common goals. Ron disseminates 

citizenship studies, for example in tutorials that each tutor is meant to deliver to 

their tutor group. David champions initiatives under the umbrella of ‘the Cultural 

Offer’ – such as Find Your Talent, which showcased young peoples collaborative 

art projects; he celebrates the collaborative exchanges that existed in 2009 

between different arts organisations. This sense of positive intersubjectivity also 

contextualises Foucault’s theorisation of power as a positive network, in which 

negotiated autonomy can be achieved. 

 

In practice however they are beset by Sartre’s conflicted Other –  which is the 

Other as ‘alienation of my possibilities,’ which cuts across the subject’s free-will 

and the projected aims of the proactive ontological mode being-for-itself. David 

casts his blame upon senior management for their ‘heads in the sand’, ‘woolly’, 

‘pre-curriculum’ thinking. His views of their regressive tendencies relate with 

Sartre’s mode of being-for-itself: he views them as being stuck in the past, 

holding on to what they have and unwilling to contemplate change. In contrast 

Ron identifies government policy makers as the conflicted Other and thinks that 

educators are not listened to by policy makers – who view their thinking as 

‘woolly.’  
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Here the stereotype comes into play, with Ron clearly recognising the way that 

senior management are cast as domineering and retrograde. This stereotype of 

the conflicted Other we can compare to Julia’s simplification of teachers as 

subjects, and to Sam’s homogenisation of ‘education people.’ In this sense the 

conflicted Other becomes the Other as object – the impassive, impassable entity 

– rather than the individual. 

 

However, Ron associates with a conservative (small c) school management 

tendency to worry about a greater freedom in the curriculum, and free-will as ‘you 

can do what you like,’ because it is thought to be detrimental to learning. He does 

not think, as Sartre’s existentialist theory holds, that a greater freedom 

corresponds with a sense of social responsibility. Ron is also concerned that a 

more free curriculum would make planning more difficult – and in this we might 

read more difficult to resource. He confirms David’s perception of senior 

management as risk-averse, prone to anxious surveillance, and keen to 

streamline the curriculum to tried and tested content.  

 

Ron perceives educational policy as the antithesis of freedom, and believes that 

this is the truth. This attitude must take into account that any policy which 

requires the formation of different working processes, that do not immediately 

complement  current educational practice which is preferred by management and 

practitioners, will appear as an imposition upon freedom and autonomy: it will 

appear to stem from a disconnected exterior source. 

 

David considers school curriculum control as the antithesis of creativity but 

eventually he too shies away from freedom, towards the more exam-board 

friendly and economically palatable ‘disciplined innovation.’ However Ron shuns 

policy as it appears above him in the social hierarchy, and as it impacts upon 

institutional autonomy – as for example when new policy information is 

distributed on a ‘need to know basis’ and when a ‘Mocksted’ is organised so that 
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senior management can go through the motions of a real inspection – but remain 

in control. 

 

David is working against isolationist institutional autonomy, towards Foucauldian 

negotiated autonomy and – if not the actuality -  the sensation of the possibility of 

Sartrean free-will through freedom of choice. Despite David’s belief in 

collaboration as a more intelligent form of social interaction, he holds on to his 

own autonomy in maintaining a critical voice when he chooses to. Although he 

could describe positive interaction with other arts organisations, this came about 

when those who had differed in opinion started to agree with him – and decided 

that he should be on side. David it seems is very prepared to stick to his guns for 

what he perceives to be the truth – as when he says that you ‘can’t argue with’ 

the many 2008 curriculum aims. 

 

The closed institutional autonomy, which is favoured by the coalition government 

in the form of privately run ‘free schools’ and academies, has little to do with the 

autonomy of the individual – teacher or student. Ron’s models of pedagogical 

interactions with students do not give room for Foucauldian technologies of self – 

as reflective forms of self-development towards autonomy. Within the institution, 

‘autonomy’ is experienced by the teacher or learner as a more immediate form of 

top-down surveillance and the ‘power through transparency’ which Foucault 

describes than can be made operational from afar. In Sartre’s perspective, the 

‘solar system’ power formation of the institution begins to operate to the 

exclusion of outside influences – reinforcing the being-in-itself of the inward 

looking institution which resists change. 

 

In this data, from interviews of two research participants, a window is opened 

upon what can be termed Foucauldian epistemic changes in policy, which have 

effected expansions and contractions of freedom and autonomy in education, 

and in art education as it is pressured into standardisation with other subjects. 

The episteme of social division legitimised by the 1944 Education Act is still upon 
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us. The academic-vocational ‘split’ (David) is still seen as a major barrier to 

freedom in education, and efforts to increase ‘parity of esteem’ (Ron) through the 

2008 Diploma have fallen by the wayside – even without the intervention of the 

coalition government. 

 

The academic-vocational split as a nexus for social stratification and control has 

recurred across my three research groups – as discussed in relation to hidden 

curriculum theories in Chapter 4. I will also analyse the effects of this divide in 

Chapter 6, as I focus on two students – one studying A Level Fine Art and one 

taking a BTEC Level 3 National (now termed Extended) Diploma in Art and 

Design. In comparison to the sustained epistemic forces of the 1944 Act, 

subsequent Acts can be viewed as creating micro-epistemes of thought: the 

1988 Education Act contracted upon the comparative freedom that prevailed 

through the 1960s and ‘70s, and was consolidated by Curriculum 2000. Then a 

move towards expansion of the curriculum and greater freedom in diversity 

informed the ‘New Curriculum’ of 2008. This freedom in diversity was cut off by 

the coalition government and its ‘freedom’ of the free market and institutional 

‘autonomy.’ But in the critical pedagogies and counter cultures of the arts, the 

Foucauldian counter-memories of dissenting voices and Sartrean forces for 

resistance as creative action, are still present to reinvest the signifiers of freedom 

and autonomy liberally used in coalition policy with a more differentiated and  

socially engaged significance. 
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6    

Question 3                
 
How do students respond to consultation on ideas around creative 
freedom and autonomy, and which methods of consultation 
encourage their reflective and proactive input to art and design 
education? 
 
A concern for the inclusion of student voice has entered the conscience of the 

policy makers and senior management I interviewed. The policy makers spoke of 

Ofsted’s prioritisation of student response, when inspecting schools. Ron said 

there was a vocal student council, and three students on the governing body – 

which he says they had to seek special approval for as the students may be 

under 18. Initiatives to foreground youth voice outside formal education have 

included the Cultural Offer, that Julia and David discuss, in which young people 

took the lead in planning arts events. In addition, there are other motivations: 

student satisfaction surveys command much attention in sixth-form institutions 

and in universities because in economic terms student satisfaction is good for 

business. Sixth-form education is now seen as a consumer product, which must 

meet the ‘client requirements.’ 

 

Despite these high-profile initiatives, it appears from their interview responses 

that the group of student participants still do not feel they are given space to talk 

about their views. The standard institutional surveys had not registered with the 

Art and Design students as consultation. Some, like Rafi thought they could put 

forward their opinions; others such as Arlette did not. Rafi was a BTEC National 

Diploma Art and Design20 student at the Sixth Form College in 2009, and Arlette 

was an AS Fine Art student. They present perspectives on autonomy and 

freedom which are to some extent conditioned by the particularities of their 

courses. I interviewed ten students, who expressed their relationships with 

freedom and autonomy as learners. I have focused on Rafi and Arlette to explore 

                                                
20 This course changed to the BTEC Extended Diploma Art & Design in 2010 
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the concept of the academic-vocational ‘split’ discussed by David and Ron in 

Chapter 5, and for their more reflexive connection with their learning in art and 

design. It could not be said that they are representative of how students think 

about freedom and autonomy in general –  I think that is a mistake which can be 

made with the survey consultation methods which tend towards the median 

voice.  

 

Part 1 
 
I will begin by comparing the students’ experience of school and sixth-form art 

education. Then I present the participants’ perspectives on the role of the 

teacher. I explore their perceptions of their own freedom and autonomy. I then 

present interview data which describes their relationships with other students. I 

discuss their views on consultation, and consider the relative effectiveness of 

different methods. As for Chapters 4 and 5, these thematics are then analysed – 

as they correspond with Freire and critical pedagogy, in addition to my focal 

theorists. 

 

Experience of the Institution – School and Sixth-form 
 
To introduce the focus students, Rafi was an 18 year old BTEC student who had 

progressed onto the Level 3 National Diploma course from Level 2 (First) 

Diploma Art and Design. He had been at a local comprehensive school and did 

not have the entry requirements for the Level 3 course when he came to the 

Sixth Form College. He wanted to study architecture, and went to university in 

2010 to do so. Arlette was 17 at the time of the interview, and in the first term of 

her AS Fine Art course. She had been to a state girls’ school in North London, 

but had decided to leave the school to take A Levels at a college. She achieved 

two A*s and an A grade in Art in 2011. She chose to study Anthropology at 

university. 
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I asked the students initially about their experiences of art education at school 

and at the sixth-form college. Rafi describes feeling belittled at school – part of 

an undifferentiated crowd. Their still-life drawing arrangements were chosen by 

the teacher as a fixed class focus.   

 
Rafi. Studying at secondary was more like [being a] ‘kid’: they told you what to do… 
We were set one thing, to draw this person or this object. But it wasn’t my idea if I 
wanted to draw or not. It was like thirty people drawing the same thing. 
 

He found his school experience dehumanising, making a comparison that 

recalls Sam’s location of the origins of state education in training factory 

workers. 

  
Rafi. It’s almost like we’re robots doing the same thing on a production line, like in a 
supermarket or something.  

 
Arlette also found school more confining than sixth-form college. She says that 

students’ urges to explore creative freedom were not allowed even within 

acceptable boundaries. 

 
Arlette. We had certain criteria and we wasn’t allowed to sort of experiment within the 
boundaries. But personally I liked art, so I came here to do it. 
 

She thinks the ‘tight, neat’ way of working, that AS students like and that 

teachers I interviewed strive to release them from, is formed in schools and 

became comfortable for them. 

 
Arlette. We get to be like that because I guess we’re still thinking inside the box. I 
guess that comes from secondary school. 
 

She says that the sixth-form teachers prefer ‘loose work…Like Auerbach, like 

really fluid or energetic.’ Although she had seen inspiring art from a student at 

the school sixth-form who, ‘had decided to take their own path’ in ‘art house 

film,’ she thinks there is greater freedom in sixth-form studies, that teachers are 

more truthful to students and treat them with more equality. 
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Arlette. I think you’re allowed to explore more. I think that because there’s less 
people in the class you’re given more support from the teachers and they give you 
more, a less patronising view on the work. They tell you straight how it is. 
 

Rafi also says that the approach to students changes in the sixth-form. They are 

considered more capable of making their own decisions, and this change in the 

teacher-student relationship appears to encourage a more empowered self 

image.  
 

Rafi. At the sixth-form you have more independence, more freedom. They treat you 
almost like a young adult slash adult, which helps because you could put your own 
ideas, your own creative thinking into what you are making, or designing or drawing.  
 

He had internalised the belief that 18 is when one should have the rights and 

responsibilities of an adult. At 16, Arlette thinks that there are still significant 

restrictions upon her as an AS Fine Art student at the Sixth Form College. She 

finds the teaching of Fine Art to be limited to painting and drawing, and wants to 

make more 3D work.  

 
Arlette. I think it’s really important to be taught different mediums because we, like 
even now, I think we’ve only done oil-pastels and we’ve done a little tiny bit of collage 
– but that’s still the same as what we’ve done at school. So I think maybe if we just 
explored different kinds of ways, like maybe if we did sculpture or something. 

 
2D Fine Art media dominate many A Level courses. The teaching of 3D or 4D 

(video, sound) often depends on the interests of teachers, and of those hiring 

teachers. Arlette’s interview was at the end of the first term, which is structured 

to form the students’ techniques for painting and drawing and their study skills. 

She says the artists introduced in their studies are safe choices which do not 

interfere with the status-quo. 

 
Arlette. I think it would be nice to learn, I don’t know if this is a social issue, but to 
learn about more controversial artists…I think that if we did art that changed 
whatever, the way people thought instead of traditional. 
 

Arlette thinks that BTEC students are less limited in their range of specialist 

areas: ‘Like the vocational group, we should be able to experiment with what 

we want to do.’ Although she says that her teachers want to move students 
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away from ‘tight’, ‘inside the box’ ways of working towards ‘looser’ work, the A 

Level students do not have the time for ranging experimentation that BTEC 

students have. Her comparisons between A Level and BTEC were not 

prejudiced against BTEC students: she thinks they have advantages of greater 

freedom in their artwork. 

 

Rafi differentiates himself as a BTEC student from the A Level students. He 

finds them ‘more stuck up, more closed minded.’ He defends his course by 

outlining what he perceives as disadvantages to A Level courses. 

 
Rafi. It’s like self independent, but not in the right way. They don’t learn the skills, 
they have to learn it themselves. They are closed off more like, if you know what I 
mean…The teacher’s not helping them. They have to just do work, work, work. 
 

He says that A Level students elevate themselves above BTEC students in 

their enforced greater independence. He also thinks that they are pressurised 

into a confining work ethic. In contrast Arlette thinks AS students have less 

independence. The relationship between BTEC and A Level students is likely to 

be more problematised by Rafi because there is a history of inequality for 

vocational students. Arlette perhaps does not categorise BTEC students in the 

same way as she has not experienced their struggle for parity.   

 

Learning experiences in formal education are conditioned by assessment 

processes, which assert hierarchy rather than parity. Teachers I interviewed have 

an ambivalent response to assessment. They work around and beyond ‘tick box’ 

criteria and what Sam terms ‘vague language’. The student research group 

present differing responses in that the Level 3 students welcomed formative 

assessment, and want more feedback from teachers. Rafi said that the 

assignment brief was ‘kind of guiding them’ but that students could be liberated 

by teachers ‘giving them some freedom of what to do.’ He found the formative 

BTEC assessment empowering, in comparison to summative exam based 

courses. 
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Rafi. At first I looked at the boxes, I’m not going to lie. But then slowly, gradually I 
accept it and then, ‘this is useful. This is telling me what I need and what I don’t need 
and areas of improving them and areas that are good. So I can actually focus more on 
the areas that are needed. It’s a good positive feature because it tells you what grade 
you are working at, rather than at GCSE at the end getting one grade saying, yes 
(slaps the table) smack-bang C. 

 
A system of need and response is created by the assessment criteria, and 

students can feel nurtured by the teacher’s feedback. The evaluative process is 

kept in motion throughout the course, while the ‘smack-bang’ exam grading caps 

the students’ attainment. If a BTEC student is missing one Merit point in order to 

achieve a Merit for that unit, they have an incentive to add the missing work. Rafi 

took a proactive stance, ‘Go back, and get that Merit point. Go back and get it!’  

 

Arlette thinks that the exam system works well for her, ‘Cause I work really well if 

I’m under pressure.’ Yet she wants constant reminders of when assessment is 

due. This suggests the need for more formative support from teachers. However, 

A Level students will often say they have never been given assessment dates, 

though they have been discussed several times and the information is displayed 

in the classroom. The pressure of exams induces withdrawn study activity among 

A Level students. 

 
Arlette. So for me, if I know that I have two weeks then I won’t go out at the weekend 
and I’ll just shut myself in and do loads of work. But I think it’s kind of stressful if you 
have to unbalance all your other work from lessons as well. Then lessons often fall 
behind. 

 
She says these confined conditions produce a burst of creative work. She thinks 

that some students make ‘loads of stuff that’s not good’ in this short time: they 

have not given their ideas the space to develop, or as David in Chapter 5 says to 

‘incubate’.  
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Role of the Teacher 
 
I asked students what they thought was important for an art and design teacher 

to teach them. Students are in practice asked to comment on the role of the 

teacher: they give feedback during lesson observations – during Ofsted 

inspections and observations by management, and when teachers applying for 

jobs give sample lessons. These practices affirm that education is for students, 

and their responses need to be taken into account, but consultation is initiated by 

the institution and not by the students.  

 

The role that teachers have in building students’ skills in art and design is 

particularly important for Rafi, as for other BTEC students. He says ‘You only 

really need to learn the techniques. You have your own ideas and designs in 

your head.’ When asked what he thinks art teachers should be teaching, Rafi 

replies: 

 
Rafi. All the different techniques and arts, that’s true, needed to draw and make and 
basically skills needed to be an artist. Also independence, that the teacher is not 
always going to be there to help you and support your hand and take you through 
and tell you, ‘Do this do that.’ That’s also a skill on its own.  
 

Rafi widens the meaning of ‘skills’ to include other conceptual or personal 

strengths ‘needed to be an artist.’ Arlette does not focus on the teacher’s role in 

developing students’ skills and techniques. She says that they should be taught 

critical thinking skills. Critical thinking was prioritised by Sam and Julia in 

Chapter 4, for its capacity to build the learner’s independent reflective 

consciousness.  

 
Arlette. I think we should be taught more sort of how to analyse. Like I guess it’s 
more down to your own perceptions. But if they taught us how to look at something 
and really depict the different parts of it (laughs) although maybe that’s too theory for 
art, I don’t know. 
 

Arlette wants to challenge the norm, but is afraid to voice her differences with 

the teacher. She may not want to jeopardise what she sees as quite a fragile 

relationship with the teachers, who see students for a few hours in the week. In 
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this sense greater independence is rejected, in favour of a stronger learner-

teacher bond. 

 

Rafi thinks that students need to be taught how to be independent, but that this 

could be a process which is started when students are younger. 

 
Rafi. Yes slowly, slowly. I’ve gradually, gradually learned that over the years. You 
could actually start from a young age, because at the beginning that would be more 
useful. 
 

Autonomy does not suddenly arrive for the young person in his opinion, it is a 

gradually acquired state of being. Arlette also thinks that the student’s journey 

in learning is about reaching out to new experiences, she says, ‘I think we 

should go out more.’ She wants to be brought to a more direct interface with 

artwork in galleries. 

 
Arlette. I think when you see stuff in the flesh you really see how good it is. And also 
if we could just do, like I know we’re not really doing still-lifes I guess there’s no point; 
but if we went out and actually just painted and drew outside instead of drawing from 
photographs or whatever. 

 
The process of engaging with artists’ work can activate students’ relationships 

with their own artwork. Each time I have taken students to a gallery, or have 

introduced them to a visiting artist, they have further developed their 

relationships with art, entering into a more receptive experience of the work.  
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Perceptions of freedom and autonomy 
 
Arlette and Rafi’s responses to issues of their own freedom and autonomy reflect 

their subjective and contextualised interpretations of ‘freedom.’ Rafi gives 

considered reflexive responses, contradicting the stereotype that BTEC students 

are non-reflective learners motivated by practical considerations. AS student 

Arlette withdraws from her own freedom, considering her creative ideas to be out 

of bounds. They share a need for learning in art and design to generate freedom 

through new experiences. They also recognise the need to ‘play the game,’ as 

Rafi says, to fulfil their course requirements while maintaining their space to 

explore personal interests.  

 
Rafi describes his sense of free-will and ownership within creative processes. He 

sees the teacher’s presence as advisory. 

 
Rafi. It’s up to you whether you take the advice or not. If the teacher’s idea works 
then I will take the idea on board and experiment with it or make it better. But usually 
I have to say the student, it’s up to me personally to choose the idea I go with. 

 
Rafi, like Arlette, thinks that students need to learn to take responsibility for their 

independence: increased freedom requires greater responsibility. 

 
Rafi Well as a mature person, you become an adult, you have to learn. You have to 
adapt – not the teacher telling you what to do as in you’re a child... You have to do it 
for yourself. It’s almost like you’re forced into it, but you gradually, gradually... 
 

He has the realisation at 18 that he is an adult, and is taking up a position of 

agency. He has moved from what he perceives as the ‘child zone’ of being 16-

17, to having to make his own creative decisions.  

 
Rafi. For example my architecture project: I built a building that was my idea. I started 
from scratch. I made a number of different models and then chose the best one…It 
was called a ‘Light’ project, but we had to incorporate shadows as well…It was also 
my idea on how to manipulate colour, to make light …I used the sun to incorporate 
light. I would look at how I could reflect the whole building using the swimming pool 
next to it. 
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Rafi has a sense of free-will, but his creative experimentation is still working 

within the definitions of the project brief; this is apparent in his statement: ‘we had 

to incorporate shadows as well.’ Despite this imperative Rafi sees himself as the 

decision maker: ‘It’s like 90% of what my choice is, 10% of what the brief says.’ 

My data presents evidence, which may be expected, that students feel a greater 

sense of autonomy as they move up the levels. Whereas Rafi considers he has 

90% ownership of his work, a Level 2 focus group of four students who are 

considered low ability presented a different ratio. Three of the four students think 

that that the teacher has more ownership of their work than they do, though it is a 

negotiated split of 60-40%.  

 
He presents himself as a resourceful student; he knows that his education is 

lacking in areas that he will need for university and is planning to fill these gaps 

himself where possible. 

 
Rafi. There’s ArchiCAD. There’s a whole lot of software out there which I would love 
to learn about. I’ll learn them this summer, I’m trying to get one step ahead into 
university…I think I can learn it at home and teach it myself by reading manuals. 

 
Rafi considers that his education is a process of self-refining, which also 

improves his understanding of the world.  

 
Rafi. ‘I’d gone through a journey to make myself better…I am more open minded 
now, I have more understanding around the world.’  
 

This self-refining process involves reflective thinking about the balance of his 

own subjectivity. He presents a reflexive subjectivity which is often associated 

with academic A Level Fine Art students. His sense of self positions his role as a 

student as a state of being.  

 
Rafi. I’m quite happy to stand up and actually back up my own idea, to make it heard 
and make it stand out from the crowd. If I feel it’s wrong I will actually say, no don’t 
use this idea.’ I will always go against my idea if I think it’s bad. I do have a voice. 
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He will ‘back up’ himself, to individuate an idea; but he also wants to present 

himself as being fair. There is a critical inner voice at work in his thinking 

processes, which he exercises as a form of freedom.  

 

Arlette does not feel that she can put forward experimental ideas. As an AS 

student, she feels that she is confined in a year of being taught required skills, 

and is not encouraged to produce critically challenging or interdisciplinary work. 

She thinks that if she spoke up about this, she would be arrogating a voice for 

the whole group. Here the fear of being autonomous is the fear to differentiate 

oneself, to ‘stand out from the crowd’ as Rafi says.  

 
Arlette. If I wanted more talk about stuff I would do that in my own work rather than 
saying, ‘yeah the whole class should, we should do more analytical skills.  
 

When asked if she did get to invest these analytical skills in her work she 

replied, ‘I think so.’ This is quite uncertain; she is not confident about her own 

creative ideas. Unlike Rafi, she puts down her creative thinking saying, ‘I’m not 

really an inspirational person.’ Arlette’s artistic identity, her subjectivity, is being 

conditioned by the learning discourses that are already in practice. Her creative 

ideas enter consciousness, only to be discarded again. 

 
Arlette. I think when I see certain things or, I don’t know, like one example would be 
my work – it makes me sort of think; and then I think ‘oh I could apply that in my 
artwork’. But I don’t. 

 
Her more individuated thoughts are reabsorbed. Arlette says that she just does 

the work, without exploring possibilities for creative freedom. She views these 

possibilities as being given to her by teachers. The creative act is reduced to an 

unreflective task of doing rather than thinking. 
 

Arlette.  ‘I don’t really think that we think about creative things anywhere. I think we 
just think of getting the work done…Unless we’re actually thinking about how we 
reproduce something.’ 
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Although she again describes the creative act as ‘doing work’ that they ‘have 

been told to do,’ there are other instances of reflexive self-critical decisions 

which embody her free-will.  

 
Arlette. Sometimes I think sketchbooks are really limiting…I’m quite a harsh critic of 
myself. So I would often rip out stuff that I didn’t like. So that’s why I don’t like 
sketchbooks, because I think if it was on this piece of paper I might throw it away…I 
rip it out before they see it. 
 

Arlette likes to have the freedom of loose sheets of paper, which permit the 

undiscovered decision to discard work. Sketchbooks contain working 

processes, leaving telling signs of changes in ideas. She sees the sketchbook 

convention as a form of creative limitation. 

 

Rafi’s represents the act of making art as being ‘in my own world,’ as opposed 

to the world of others. His sense of self is viewed as divided between the inner 

reflective self and the extravert distracted self. His ‘own zone’ is associated with 

engaged creative processes, but also with a disconnection from external reality. 

 
Rafi. When I leave the artwork it’s like going back into reality…I would say that both 
dimensions are like, both personalities are real to me because they are two different 
sides of me. I don’t know how to explain this, it’s like once I’m doing work it’s always 
concentrating. I know what to do, I have a focused mind. When I’m outside it’s more 
relaxed, more casual, what’s the word? Not aware if you know what I mean. It’s like 
to do whatever, go home, plays around. But sometimes they do interlink. If I go on 
trips or something like that, they’re both connected at the same time.  

 
The socialised, intersubjective self is seen by Rafi as unproductive – it ‘plays 

around.’ But Rafi sees the harmonization of these inner and outer dimensions 

of self when he goes on field trips. The inner, creative self meets with a 

sympathetic outer collective reality. Rafi returns to the idea of the divided self 

when asked if he connects personally with his artwork.  

 
Rafi. It’s my personality into the artwork, but as I said after I leave that world or  
dimension, after a few periods of time I don’t actually feel that it does belong to me. 
It’s like, ‘wow that’s someone’s work! 
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Disengagement from creative work, upon completion of the working processes, 

is widespread among students. Many are happy to discard artwork once its 

function as an object for assessment has ceased. There is some similarity here 

between students and practising artists who disengage from sold work, or 

discard ephemeral work after it is documented. Rafi emerges from his creative 

‘own zone,’ to view his completed work with a critical distance. I asked him what 

he thought this other person who had made the work might be like.  

 
Rafi. Obviously I would say somebody like me, but to be honest it would probably be 
this loud person or this mad person…Because some of the work I do I think is mad. 
 

He perceives that his creative, more spontaneous self is not regulated by the 

Other and by society’s definitions of what is ‘normal.’ 

 

The subject’s enactment of creative processes, also discussed by Arlette, is a 

discourse of negotiated autonomy. Students learn a range of techniques before 

being presented with greater freedom to explore their ideas. Rafi portrays this 

process as a kind of ‘game’ with the teachers. 

 
Rafi. It’s almost like playing the game. First you learn the basics and then you know 
what to do. It’s all games. They’re not guiding you are they? They’re telling you that 
you have to play the game and think for yourself. 

 
Art and Design students accumulate techniques – which are meant to develop 

conceptual and practical processes, and are focused on thematic enquiries. 

They are expected to assimilate and adapt these taught techniques in a ‘game’ 

of acceptance. They build visual language which responds to historical 

influences, and in so doing they can arrive at their own recognisable style. 

 
Arlette. I guess it’s more about extending what we’ve been given. We’ve been given 
different artists and we’re supposed to not do it in their style, but sort of use their style 
to create our own techniques and to like better the way we paint.’  
 

Some students show more apparent influences than others, who have filtered 

them through more nuanced layers of reflection and reinterpretation – as Arlette 

does in extending the given.  
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Positive and Negative Freedom 
 
The question has arisen in my research, about what might be ‘too much freedom’ 

for students, without either guidance from the teacher or self-discipline. I asked 

the participants about the freedoms that they thought students of art and design 

should and shouldn’t have. Arlette says that positive freedom is about having the 

liberty to explore creative possibilities. Rafi associates positive freedom with 

physical and intellectual space; and with the option to use a wide range of 

resources. He thinks that freedom in art and design involves the tolerance of 

students learning from their own mistakes.  

 

For Rafi, freedom means: ‘Space, lots of it.’ Freedom for him is three-

dimensional, it means the capacity to make art without being told to move 

elsewhere, and encouragement to explore artwork without normative constraints.  

 
Rafi. Freedom of space yes, have space to work, not being restricted into one small 
box for example…Not a desk and a chair, they should be able to work on the walls if 
they wanted to, floors, table obviously, even chairs if necessary. Sideways, that may 
sound strange, but sideways and diagonally. Even on the ceiling if they wanted to, if 
necessary, if it’s needed for the work.  
 

The opposite to this liberation through space is being confined to sit and work in 

a particular seat for a defined amount of time – as is often the procedure for 

school art lessons. Rafi chose architecture as his specialist area. He wants to 

be able to break out of the conventional use of space in education, to liberate 

different perspectives in his work. He also thinks that students should have the 

freedom to take risks and make their own mistakes. The allowance of mistakes 

is encouraged only to a certain extent in creative courses where time is of the 

essence, and outcomes need to make the grade.  

 
Rafi Treat the mistake as a good thing and rise above it, because in life as well 
there’s also mistakes. There’s also choices that you make, which also helps in life as 
well…It’s like a 50-50 gamble. You have to risk everything, so this is almost like life. It 
makes you choose. For one thing it would make you more independent for your 
life…To go out into the world and do whatever you want, not being afraid of making 
mistakes, and if you do make a mistake you can correct it yourself. 
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Rafi wants ‘more freedom’ to be able to take creative risks. He does not want 

teachers to confine him and challenges his experience of the narrow social 

conditioning of schools, which is also described by Sam in Chapter 4 and David 

in Chapter 5. Rafi thinks that by using the mistake as the basis of finding an 

alternative solution, resilience is built which is needed to cope with life after 

formal education. This freedom to make mistakes is qualified by Rafi in that 

dangerous mistakes need to be prevented.  

 
Rafi. Playing with fire, playing with knives, obviously they have to have supervision 
over that. Everything else is ok, everything else I think they should have the freedom 
over…Health and safety, that’s over their health as well. What about if they do 
something wrong, fair enough it’s a mistake but you can’t correct that because it 
could be serious or vital.  

 
All the student research participants identified taking risks with health and 

safety as negative freedom that students should be prevented from taking – 

which I think is an indication of the culturally agreed levels of responsibility that 

are often communicated to young people.  

 

Arlette presents her conditions for artistic freedom in noting the liberating 

benefits of smaller sixth-form class sizes and more time for making art. She too 

associates freedom with being able to disrupt conventions and express 

difference. However she does not speak openly to her teachers: ‘If I want 

something done I don’t really say it.’ It seems that she has been able to access 

some of this freedom of difference in her work by cross-referencing art historical 

and contemporary sources that interest her – such as her combination of Cubist 

influences with Rubik’s Cubes.  

 
Arlette. So for example like with one of my pages in my sketchbook we had to do 
Picasso. I was painting, I think it’s ‘The Crying Woman’ or something. But I did like 
Rubik’s Cubes and stuff to relate to Cubism. 

 
There is a sense of irreverence in this work. Like the Cubists, the Pop Artists, 

who took centre stage in the mid 20th century, break down the boundaries 

between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture. The Rubik’s Cube is an aspect of popular 

culture which is here used to disrupt and reinterpret tradition. The Cubists 
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transgressed by working with multiple viewpoints, in doing so they 

deconstructed aesthetic conventions.  
 

Later in her AS course Arlette branched into sculpture, exploring the 

interdisciplinary freedom that she had lacked. This three-dimensional 

exploration of ideas continued into her A2 studies. For Unit 3 she created a 

sculptural piece inspired by Jenny Saville and Marc Quinn: a large, one-

breasted female torso (Fig. 22). She drew extra flesh over images of models in 

magazines, challenging the boundaries of the thin normative body in visual 

culture (Fig. 23). For her A2 Unit 3 she presented her many drawings of 

adjusted fashion models with her sculpture as a final piece, these drawings 

were not marked as development work. This I think was because they were not 

within the normative confines of the sketchbook.   

 

        

(Fig. 22 & 23)                                                          
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Relationships with other students 
 
In describing their relationships with other students Arlette and Rafi voice the 

desire to extricate themselves from intersubjectivity. They think that teachers 

should be able to confine their social interaction. They express the idea that 

being with other students conflicts with their desire to get on with their own work. 

Rafi and Arlette present their peer interaction as a compelling distraction from 

their ‘own zone’ (Rafi) or ‘little bubble’ (Arlette). However they also need the 

camaraderie of others, and use the collective ‘we’ in describing the actions of 

their class group. 

 

Rafi compares group characteristics of A Level and BTEC students. He thinks 

that his group of Level 3 BTEC students are vocal and cohesive, whereas the A 

Level students are quiet and isolated. 

 
Rafi. Yes there are a lot of quiet, quiet people, quiet people, but in my class the 
majority of us are now quite loud and vibrant. We actually do scream and you can 
hear us from three doors away.  
 

He says that his group voice their opinions, sometimes without restraining their 

‘screaming.’ He thinks that they do not fear the censure of others when giving 

their own opinions. 

 
Rafi. We’re actually used to the idea: not thinking about what other people are 
thinking about us, being more bubbly, being more confident, having more freedom.  

 
Freedom of speech requires a reclamation of the possibility for disagreement. 

The group has an intersubjective identity, part of which is located in speaking 

up without caring what others think. For these teenagers this is a way of 

breaking out of the silence conditioned in young people through their fear of 

censure.  Rafi presents the students on his course as having emerged to be 

more free, ‘more bubbly’ – more attractive, in comparison with the A Level 

students who have a more severe aesthetic of self and pressurised work 

conditions. 

 



 
 

211 

Rafi. Now you see them, they don’t want to talk, they’re a bit closed, they’re quiet. 
Some of them, because they work over night, look terrible. They look terrible. They’re 
only focusing on work, panicking, stressed. 
 

The A Level students are described as having less time and freedom to care for 

themselves. Rafi argues for the BTEC course as a more humane and liberating 

route through art studies, and fights his way out of the prejudice against BTEC 

courses. Despite his camaraderie with others in the BTEC group, Rafi thinks 

that other students distract him from his goals and ambitions. They dissipate 

focused creative energy, drawing him out from his ‘own zone.’ 

 
Rafi. The only thing that stops me, that’s a social world, is when they’re calling me 
outside to do a, like, ‘let’s go out, let’s jam this, that. Let’s go and hang out.’ Mostly 
stopping me from doing my full potential. 

 
This call of the peer group to go and have fun, to disengage from creative studies 

is resented but also needed. He enjoys being with others, but tensions emerge 

when he tries to recall himself to his autonomous creative route. In contrast, 

Arlette includes herself in the intersubjective distraction from studies. 

 
Arlette. If we were encouraged to have less social interaction in our art classes, so 
we could focus more, if we could get into a little bubble sort of. We should just focus 
on what we’re doing I guess. 
  

Her ‘little bubble’ is the equivalent of Rafi’s ‘own zone.’ However she thinks this 

isolated space must be protected by the teachers, because it is unsustainable 

within the group dynamic. This is therefore a perception of maintained 

individuation rather than autonomy. ‘Social interaction’ is seen by Arlette as a 

distraction from productivity; the way to achieve is to limit one’s social freedom.  

When Arlette has to focus on work she says, ‘I won’t go out over the weekend 

and I’ll just shut myself in and do loads of work.’ This situation is familiar to 

many creative people, however it is an approach that can result in others’ 

perceiving artists as distanced or ‘stuck up’ as Rafi says. The balance between 

externalised social identity and internalised creative focus is difficult for 

students to achieve. 
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Experiences of Consultation 
 
In proposing methods of consultation which encourage students’ reflective and 

proactive input to art and design education, I think it is essential to listen to 

students talking about their experiences of consultation, as it exists currently. The 

student research participants’ experiences do not tally with the high-profile 

methods of consultation mentioned by Policy Maker David, the prioritised 

consultation discussed by Gallery Educator Julia, or the institutionalised 

representation of youth voice outlined by Ron in Senior Management. The 

student consultation in practice at the Sixth Form College combines quantitative 

survey methods and qualitative consultation of select groups - such as the 

students elected to the student council, and the student governors. These 

students are more likely to be those who can relate the role to subjects such as 

politics and law, rather than students of art and design. 

 

The voices of those who are not confident with verbal communication in English 

are usually excluded from such forms of consultation. I interviewed a focus group 

of four students – Ali, Luciano, Kelvin and Joe, who represent this group of 

marginalised voices. They all struggle with literacy and among them have a 

range of learning difficulties, including dyslexia and autism, which further affect 

their ability to register their opinions in standard consultation processes. Ali and 

Luciano feel they are trapped behind ‘a gate’ which they are not allowed past. 

There is a limit to how far they can progress in the institution.  

 
Ali. I think the teacher should let the students a bit loose…For main units there’s like 
a little gate where our minds can’t cross.  
 

There is a literacy barrier, which means that students who can’t, or are unwilling 

to, communicate their ideas verbally are restricted. Ali could not communicate 

further what the gate was. 

 

If the entire student body is to be consulted, students are given surveys to 

respond to. The problems with these surveys are discussed by focus teacher 
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Sam, in that they can draw responses which are meant to show the subject as 

a ‘good student’ to the teacher. Surveys can also be used as an outlet for 

immediate frustrations and students can express things which are then filtered 

out as being unacceptable. Julia talks about her experience of the ‘sanitation’ of 

students’ comments at The Gallery.  

 

Arlette, although very literate, expresses distaste at the thought of being 

outspoken in the group. She doesn’t want to be seen to interrupt planned 

lessons, or to cause offence by telling the teacher what she thinks they ought to 

be doing. She says that students are not consulted on learning content, but 

they are encouraged to give their views about their own work and the work of 

others.  

 
Arlette. We haven’t really been encouraged to give what we think on the lesson or 
whatever. With the stuff that we do we’ve been encouraged with every single artist to 
say why we like them, and if we don’t like them why we don’t…Well I think it’s fair, 
well what have we got to say?  
 

Again she has internalised the current procedures as the ‘correct’ procedures.  

Students are expected to voice their opinions about their work through the 

proper channels – such as in annotations presented with artwork. Arlette views 

criticism of the curriculum as being outside the boundaries of the acceptable. 

 

Like the focus group students who struggle with a prohibitive ‘gate’, Rafi also 

wants to cross language barriers. For Rafi consultation began with 

conversations with teachers about the ideas he is working with. A factor for him 

within the pedagogical relationship is his freedom to disagree, to differentiate 

himself from the teacher. 

 
Rafi. For instance in the silk-screening project, which was a wallpaper project, I 
actually chose to use leaves and I was almost arguing with the teacher. She was 
telling me to use something else, but I just stuck with the leaves and carried on 
through the project. 
 

He wants more discursive exchanges with teachers, such as increased 

formative feedback. He would also like more opportunities to present his ideas 
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to others. He finds the experience of the interview valuable, thinking it will help 

him respond to university interview questions.  

 
Rafi. I would probably like now for this, to have more interviews, more presentations 
as well. Because I had one or two presentations to get me started for university. It 
would be more useful…It would build your communication skills.  
 

The importance of confidence in language for consultation and communication 

is stressed here. To some extent the focus group of Level 2 students also felt 

empowered by the research consultation. A week or so after I recorded their 

responses, Luciano said that in interviewing them I had taken advice from him. I 

agreed that the process could be seen in that way.  
 

Part 2 Theoretical Analysis 
 
At this point I will address theoretical implications for the students’ interview data. 

I have focused on students who present the polarity of BTEC and A Level 

courses, and will use theory to explore the divisions created between academic 

and vocational students – the ‘split’ which is discussed by David and Ron in 

Chapter 5. These participants, Rafi and Arlette, make observations about their 

own and other students’ freedom and autonomy. However their discussion is far 

more localised and often more incidental than the discourse of the teachers and 

policy makers: they have not yet ventured into the social implications for freedom 

and autonomy that the adults discuss. Their observations about their 

relationships with learning in art and design might be termed micro-discourses, in 

the Foucauldian sense of dynamics of social interaction occurring at a localised 

level. Their responses present ‘counter-memories’ (Foucault 1977) and 

sometimes ‘disqualified knowledges’ (Foucault 1980, 83); theirs is a tentative 

foray into self-awareness and vocalisation. 
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Academic/Vocational - Dynamics of Otherness 
 
The division of students into vocational and academic groups starts in schools. 

It would be thought ridiculous, or highly radical, for an A grade student to take a 

BTEC route. First Certificates and Diplomas are now widely taught in schools 

for students who struggle to get C grades at GCSE to try and keep them in this 

bracket. When students enrol at the Sixth Form College the ‘split’ between 

academic and vocational students is a division between 5 A-C and above, or 4 

A-C and below – with Level 3 BTEC students having to achieve 4 A-C and 

Level 2 at least two Ds at GCSE. Although students feel the immediate impact 

of this categorisation on arrival at college, the process has already started at a 

much younger age. 

 

As a BTEC student who has moved from Level 2 to Level 3, Rafi has 

experienced school education as limited and homogenising: ‘like we’re robots 

doing the same thing on a production line.’ Although Arlette has also 

experienced school as being more controlling than college, she does not 

identify this sense of dehumanisation. Rafi’s sense of being ‘on a production 

line’ is instigated by schools to move students through the levels towards 

assessment targets. David in Chapter 5 helped devise the levels for art and 

design and criticises schools for their ‘complete misunderstanding’ in 

‘meaningless’ application of fragmented sub-levels, ‘broken down to 5 a,b,c, 

and some cases 1-10, which suggests there are 80 levels.’ 

 

This process of constant measuring instils a passive acceptance of the given 

learning structure, in order to move along the conveyor belt to social roles 

considered suitable. Sartre theorises this hidden curriculum as the creation of a 

future role for an ‘awaited man [or woman]’ (Sartre 2008, 237) as discussed in 

Chapter 4. He relates the worker’s operation of the ‘machine’ to the ‘inertia of 

praxis’ (Sartre 2004, 235) which forms an attitude of resignation to limited future 
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possibilities and a ‘passive structure of the proletariat’ (Sartre 2004, 240).21 Yet 

even in relation to his own career as a writer, he said this occupation was 

chosen for him by his middle class family: ‘I had not chosen my vocation: others 

had imposed it on me’ (Sartre 2000, 129). 

 

The concept of the social machine occurs in Foucault’s theories of the relations 

of power which, negative and repressive or positive and informing, is inherent at 

all levels of the social fabric. 

 
It is a machine in which everyone is caught, those who exercise power just as much 
as those over whom it is exercised (Foucault 1980, 156) 

 
Foucault’s conception of the liberation of critical thinking to reveal the subject’s 

‘points of insertion’ (Foucault 1969, ed. Rabinow 1991, 118) and his later work 

on the technology of self return some agency to the subject; but his work on 

power presents a graphic historical record of the subjugation of the individual to 

forces of social control. However Foucault, at all stages, recognises the 

existence of stimuli for the subject to learn how to manipulate the machine. The 

students are gradually learning how to operate in the educational structure. I 

will refer again here to Apple’s (1995) observation of the forces for production 

and resistance that are in constant tension with forces of reproduction as the 

hidden curriculum, and also to Dewey who saw that the subject who builds 

knowledge of their role on the ‘production line’ can understand the part they 

play in operating the machine – with some self-definition. 

 
A man who understands the machine knows what he is about… in other words 
knowledge is a perception of those connections of an object which determine its 
applicability in a given situation. (Dewey 1981, 339-40) 

 
Rafi is more conscious of his function within social and pedagogical mechanisms 

than Arlette, and he has faced more opposition in his route through education. 

He is two years older than Arlette, and has worked out his defence against those 
                                                
21 ‘Inertia comes to him from the fact that previous work has constituted in the machine a future 
which cannot be transcended in the form of exigency …the future to be realised is already 
fabricated as mechanical inertia in the way in which past being is transcended. (Sartre 2004, 235)  
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who would stereotype him as a low ability BTEC student. He has developed 

methods of ‘playing the game’, as he says, to facilitate his release from the 

production line.  Rafi presents the A Level students as ‘stuck up’ ‘quiet, quiet 

people’ who are more introverted and less engaged. They appear ‘closed’ to Rafi 

because they develop an introspective relationship with their work. In the shifting 

ontological balance between Sartre’s being-in-itself, being-for-itself and being-for-

others, Rafi’s depiction of A Level students comes closer to being-in-itself, 

dividing from the outer world of being-for-itself and for-others.  

 
Yet as Aronowitz and Giroux say, student voice needs to be critically analysed, 

and not taken at ‘face value’:  

 
The contradictory and complex histories and stories that give meaning to the lives of 
students are never innocent, and it is important that they be recognised for their 
contradictions as well as for their possibilities. (Aronowitz and Giroux 1997,131) 
 

Rafi has a sense of inequality which causes him to represent the A Level 

students in this way. Their discrete mode of being could perhaps be viewed as a 

more intense relation of presence-to-self, as they develop critical self-awareness 

in their artwork. In addition, they appear to have more e.g. more recognition in 

society – and this having is the condition of being-in-itself as opposed to the lack 

of the for-itself.  

 

Yet to Rafi they have less immanent presence than the ‘loud and vibrant’ BTEC 

groups. They also have less physical presence in the Art Department as their 

time is divided between subjects, so they appear to have less ‘freedom of space,’ 

to explore their work – which is Rafi’s measure of freedom.  A Level students can 

be seen to present the fragility and multiplicity of the post-structural subject, ‘the 

subject as a variable and complex function of discourse,’ (Foucault, ed. Rabinow 

1991,118) more so than vocational students, who are not drawn between the 

discourses of different subject areas. 
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Rafi’s positive self-definition through difference, and his struggle to ‘have a 

voice,’ have raised his ability to fight off the oppression of the 

academic/vocational divide. In contrast Arlette is still occluding her own creative 

thinking, and is afraid to disagree with the teachers. As Sartre said, 

‘Consciousness is only born in struggle.’(Sartre 2008, 123) It is politicised ‘on 

the basis of daily struggles at grass roots level (Foucault 1980,116). I agree 

with Sartre and Foucault that the need for social equality and freedom only 

arises when the subject is forced to be aware of their lack of these favourable 

conditions, and their critical self-awareness of their social position is activated.  

 

Rafi challenges prejudices against BTEC students, he also contradicts 

stereotypes about them in his reflective processes of thinking. BTEC students 

are often characterised as ‘hands on’ practical people rather than conceptual or 

reflective students. I find that Rafi presents a more sensitive, reflexive 

awareness of his creative identity – which incorporates changes in his 

subjectivity according to context, and recognises the existence of more than 

one ‘dimension’ of self.  

 
Rafi. When I leave the artwork it’s like going back into reality…I would say that both 
dimensions are like, both personalities are real to me because they are two different 
sides of me.  

 
He spatialises the reflexive creative self, Sartre’s presence-to-self, as a different 

dimension to the ‘outside’ ‘more relaxed,’ ‘not aware’ mode of being. This 

externalised self is motivated in a Sartrean sense by the subject’s extension into 

outer reality via being-for-itself and being-for-others. This concept of the 

dimensionality of self can also be related to Marcuse’s theory of ‘One 

Dimensional Man’ (1964) Marcuse proposed that the modern technological, 

materialistic society was flattening reflective thought, and confining creative 

thinking. 

 
The absorbent power of society depletes the artistic dimension by assimilating its 
antagonistic contents. (Marcuse 2006, 64) 
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Here again hidden curriculum theory is relevant, as the multi-dimensionality of 

the creative subject strives to emerge from the levelling and normalising 

process of the ‘production line’ experience of education. Rafi is in effect saying 

that he is a more complex individual than the ‘outside’ world allows him to be, 

and some of this complexity is ‘crazy’ and ‘loud’ – antagonistic dimensions of 

creativity which are excluded as ‘outsider’ even by much of the artworld, unless 

they meet agreed conceptual and aesthetic criteria. 

 

For Rafi, the A Level students present a strong sense of the Sartrean conflicted 

Other, whereas for Arlette the BTEC students are less problematic: they do not 

appear to cut across her own freedom in society. Both Rafi and Arlette share 

their experience that being with any other students presents a conflict with their 

desire to get on with their own work. They discuss their peer group interaction 

as a compelling distraction from their ‘own zone’ (Rafi) or ‘little bubble’ (Arlette) 

of presence-to-self. They voice the desire to extricate themselves from 

intersubjectivity, which Rafi terms ‘a social world.’ 

 

Although these students are his friends, and could be seen as being-with him in 

the community of mitsein, existential conflict occurs because Rafi has his own 

goals as an art student. The other students distract the subject by ‘calling me 

outside’ to the world of Sartre’s being-for-others and Foucault’s socially 

constructed subject. The intersubjective self is seen by Rafi as fluid rather than 

constant: it ‘plays around.’ In post-structural theory identity is in flux and 

responsive to context and company: ‘It is plural, countless spirits dispute its 

possession; numerous systems intersect and compete’ (Foucault, ed. Rabinow 

1991, 94). It is therefore futile to think one can avoid the influence of others. 

 

To read this problematic through Sartre, Rafi sees his peers as stopping him 

from reaching his ‘full potential’ – from seeking to fulfil his being: the subject 

strives to complete being-in-itself, to bring into possession the lacked as desire of 

that which the Other is perceived to already have. This lack is experienced 
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through being-for-itself, which negates what the BTEC student has as not 

enough: Rafi is the ‘have-not’ compared to the A Level students who ‘have.’ 

Arlette in contrast feels less confined by a conflicted Other; she acknowledges 

her part in the social distraction and thinks that teachers should be able to 

confine the group’s ‘social interaction’ – so that students can get into their own 

‘little bubble’ and ‘focus more.’ Arlette is trying to restrict the influence of peer 

dynamics and to maintain the focused reflexive experience which Sartre terms 

presence-to-self; but in the process she becomes isolated and bursts the 

‘bubble’, moving back into a socially constructed reality.  

 

Returning to Foucault, the socially constructed reality, and the subject that is 

produced through it, can be observed in the effects of assessment procedures 

upon Rafi and Arlette. These students are positive about the different forms of 

assessment for their courses. Instead of viewing BTEC assessment as the 

‘production line,’ Rafi looks at his grading as ‘a good positive feature’ which is 

‘telling me what I need and what I don’t need.’ The feedback is received like a 

diagnosis of self. The inner creative self is tempered by the social urge for 

regulated normality which Foucault terms, ‘a society of normalisation’ (Foucault 

1980, 107). This regulation of the subject through assessment appears to provide 

a structure of security that gives a framework to the amorphous creative self. 

 

Rafi makes the comparison between formative BTEC assessment and ‘smack 

bang’ academic exam based assessment, again he validates the structure which 

is currently influential upon him. Arlette differs in that she prefers the pressure of 

exams – she is used to the increased burst of work around exam time, it sits well 

with her subjectivity to the point where she does not think  that the exam 

processes are external to the way in which she makes art. Here the socially 

constructed subject has also been positively embraced, and the BTEC/ A Level 

assessment division is fitting to her sense of what her autonomy consists of. 
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Dialogue and Micro-discourses 
 
I think that it is important to recognise the alteration in scale of the discourses of 

freedom and autonomy presented by these young people. In considering their 

localised perspectives, it must be noted that they have not elected to speak for 

the heroic voice of youth, claiming freedom at a macroscopic level. They are 

speaking for themselves – and for their relationships with learning in art and 

design. In other interviews discourses external to the pedagogical situation 

appeared: in relation to gang fighting and the safety of young people, to peer 

consultation work done in youth clubs and to issues of identity and freedom in the 

family. It must also be remembered that the interviews took place in 2009, before 

the coalition cuts reduced university places, abolished EMA, and decimated 

youth services; and before the 2011 riots when demoralised young people took 

to London streets to loot and burn the ‘big society’ that wasn’t supporting them.  

 

Foucault said that schools are ‘acting with precision on individual subjects’ 

(Foucault 1980, 40). Power operates at all levels of society, from government to 

classroom peer dynamics; in Foucault’s theory power structures are not merely 

top-down operational forces, but are evidenced in the minutiae of interpersonal 

communications. 

 

When asked to select students to participate in college consultation, I have been 

advised to choose those, ‘who will make the department sound good.’ Many 

critical voices are silenced in this way. At a management meeting after the 2011 

riots, the Principal of the Sixth Form College related a discussion with local 

councillors who said it was necessary to recognise that ‘Young people do have a 

voice.’ He said that a ‘Listening Group’ was being set up by the council, for youth 

consultation. He then said that ‘handpicked’ students would be put forward from 

the college to participate in the group. One of the Assistant Principals then 

disagreed with this, and said ‘I think we should be listening to everyone.’ The 

Principal countered by noting how the borough’s Young People’s Parliament was 

not representative of ‘the bulk of young people’ and privileged more affluent 
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voices. Rather than have the voices of students at the college disqualified 

altogether, it appears that he would rather select students who would withstand 

these more privileged voices.   

 

Foucault’s genealogy of knowledge – as social discourse and epistemic thought 

patterns, acts to bring to light ‘the disqualified knowledges…these buried 

subjugated knowledges,’ which are ‘concerned with a historical knowledge of 

struggles.’ (Ibid. 83) to include those voices which are not ‘handpicked.’ I 

consider that effective methods of student consultation need to create safe 

spaces for these ‘liberated fragments’ (Ibid. 86) of suppressed student voice to 

take form, as Foucauldian counter-memory, and in the validation of ‘counter-

culture’ (da Veiga Coutinho, Freire 1996, 8) proposed by Freire and sustained in 

critical pedagogy.  

 

The voices of those who have low self-esteem, and who are not confident with 

the English language, are excluded from such forms of consultation. Although the 

focus students Rafi and Arlette are relatively literate and considered very able 

young artists, among my research group were six Level 2 BTEC students, two of 

higher ability and a focus group of four students who are considered to be lower 

ability. The focus group students in particular represent this group of 

marginalised voices. They all struggle with literacy and have a range of learning 

difficulties which further affect their ability to participate in the college’s 

consultation processes.  

 

Their interview data registers ‘different voices, languages, histories, and ways of 

viewing the world.’ (Aronowitz and Giroux 1997, 51)22 For instance, these 

                                                
22 Those who are considered “illiterate” bear the burden of forms of moral and social 
regulation that often deny their histories, voices and sufferings. To argue for a recognition of 
the dialectical quality of literacy – that it is a power either to limit or enhance human 
capacities…is a deeply political issue. It means recognising that there are different voices, 
languages, histories, and ways of viewing and experiencing the world. (Aronowitz and Giroux 
1997, 51)  
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students consider assessment procedures to be ‘harsh’ rather than ‘positive’ - 

unlike Rafi and Arlette who have been more rewarded by the marking system. 

They also think there is ‘slightly’ more freedom in college than at school – in 

contrast to the Level 3 students who find themselves far more liberated at 

college. Rafi says that Level 2 students are still located in the ‘child zone’, but I 

have to differ from Rafi in saying that this is not a learning zone dictated by age, 

but by assumptions of lower capability and maturity.  

 

In the focus group, a shy 18 year old with dyslexia makes the astute observation 

that there is a metaphorical ‘gate’ preventing them from attaining their goals.  

 
Ali. I think the teacher should let the students a bit loose…For main units there’s like 
a little gate where our minds can’t cross.  
 

There is a literacy barrier, which means that students who can’t, or are unwilling 

to, communicate their ideas verbally do not achieve the Merit grade which is 

necessary for them to move on to Level 3. Ali perceived the closed gate, but he 

could not communicate what it was. These students are ‘struggling to have a 

voice of their own’ (Freire 1996, 18). Freire’s dialogical methods challenge the 

‘culture of silence’ (Freire 1996, 17) by engaging people with low literacy levels 

in written and spoken discourses which relates to their cultural experience. 

These methods could I think be more purposefully applied with art and design 

students whose voices are so disqualified as to be silenced, or restricted to 

antagonistic protests.  

 

Critical pedagogy theorists have been profoundly influenced by Freire’s praxis 

of freedom and ‘problem posing education’ (Freire 1996)23  bell hooks states: 

 
To engage in dialogue is one of the simplest ways we can begin as teachers, 
scholars and critical thinkers to cross boundaries, the barriers that may or may not 

                                                
23 Problem posing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis, posits as a fundamental that 
the people subjected to domination must fight for their emancipation. (Freire 1996, 67) 
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have been erected by race, gender, class, professional standing, and a host of other 
differences. (bell hooks 1994, 130)  

 
Here we may recall the ‘gate’ that the focus group students talk about. In 

addition to literacy, other barriers mentioned by hooks such as race and class 

are in operation for these students. Although minority ethnic groups make up 

the majority of the student population at the Sixth Form College, and there is a 

more representative proportion of the staff than in many other schools and 

colleges, there is still the strong urge among their communities to recognise 

those who are ‘successful’ – and those students have yet to gain adequate 

validation in the eyes of the Other, so they become ‘marginal to’ (Freire 

1996,27) the better resourced students. Strategies for opening up dialogue with 

marginalised students, rather than launching another survey at them, are 

consultation methods which are more likely to contribute to a sense of building 

autonomy through social equality. 

 

Freedom of speech for students requires a reclamation of the possibility for 

difference and also for disagreement. Rafi asserts that he can propose and hold 

firm to ideas which differ from those of the teacher.  

 
Rafi. I was almost arguing with the teacher. She was telling me to use something 
else, but I just stuck with the leaves and carried on through the project. 
 

In an existential interpretation, he is defining himself through difference from the 

authoritative Other. This kind of resistance can be exasperating for the teacher, 

who thinks the work could be further developed in a different direction, but Rafi 

has decided to make his idea work – to move around the contingent obstacles 

so that his own creative vision, his lacked being-for-itself, can be seen to 

succeed.  

 

Rafi also talks about collective dissent among his course group, in the sense of 

voicing controversial ideas. He says that his group voice their opinions, 

sometimes without restraining the ‘chattering’ noise that Foucault may have 
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associated with the negative parrhesia discussed by the ancient Greeks which 

‘consists in saying any – or everything one has in mind without qualification 

(Foucault 2005, 13-14)24. This is free speech without reasoning, Rafi says ‘We do 

scream.’ But they also practice a form of parrhesia as speaking the truth without 

concern for risk to the self, ‘We’re actually used to the idea: not thinking about 

what other people are thinking about us.’ He thinks that they do not fear the 

censure of others, and thereby define their freedom. Here rather than emerging 

from the crowd, he enjoys the group’s intersubjective identity, and the power in 

numbers of having a collective ethos. 

 

Arlette, a more reserved AS student, has not yet voiced her difference from the 

teacher – and does not think it the student’s place to do so: ‘well what have we 

got to say?’ Although she does think the work should encompass more 

challenging artists and more critical thinking, she does not say so – and 

discards her own creative diversions from the given curriculum: ‘I think “oh I 

could apply that in my artwork.” But I don’t.’ Arlette also shies away from the 

idea that she might be encouraging the rest of the group to stray towards 

analytical skills,  

 
Arlette. ‘If I wanted more talk about stuff I would do that in my own work rather than 
saying, ‘yeah the whole class should…’ 

 
She does not want to be seen to condone collective dissatisfaction with the 

current teaching processes. Arlette prefers to keep her counsel than to take the 

risk of the parrhesiaste in speaking the truth as she sees it. She is therefore 

complicit with the status-quo. 

 

                                                
24 There are two types of parrhesia which we must distinguish. First, there is a pejorative sense of 
the word not very far from “chattering,” and which consists in saying any – or everything one has 
in mind without qualification. This pejorative sense occurs in Plato, for example as a 
characterisation of the bad democratic constitution where everyone has the right to address his 
fellow citizens and to tell them anything – even the most stupid or dangerous thing for the 
city…Most of the time, however, parrhesia does not have this pejorative meaning in the classical 
texts, but rather a positive one. Parrhesiazesthai means “to tell the truth.” (Foucault 2005, 13-14) 
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As Rafi strengthens his voice in the course of the interview, he begins to realise 

the potential for dialogical methods of consultation – not in terms of a greater 

understanding of the dynamics of youth voice, but because it could further his 

self-development, ‘the individual possesses an interest.’(Sartre 2004,199) A 

Sartrean perspective is that the consultation method is effective because it 

provides the subject with ‘interest-objects’ (Ibid. 202) – as the subject is still being 

consulted within the institution which needs to provide him with a reciprocal 

exchange. Rafi sees the interview method of consultation as empowering for him. 

He would like ‘to have more interviews, more presentations… to get me started 

for university.’ He thinks that the interview has developed his ‘communication 

skills’ and will prepare him for the increasingly reflective thinking required at 

university. 
 

The importance of confidence in language for the subject’s liberation is 

emphasised in this finale to the interview. Rafi’s recognition of his identity in the 

purposeful use of language corresponds with the basis for being-for-others in 

Sartrean philosophy – as the subject prepares a vision of how they will be seen 

by the Other at the university interview. Rafi is reaching out into the lacked 

unknown of being-for-itself – in considering steps he will need to take to bridge 

the gap between college and university. He is trying out the vocal externalised 

‘dimension’ of his identity – and ‘playing at’ (Sartre 2003, 107) being equipped 

for this future situation. Relating his reflections on consultation to Foucauldian 

theory, the self is constructed through its engagement with intersubjective 

discourse – and by the image reflected back in ‘the eye of the other’ (Foucault 

1983, in Rabinow 1991, 367). In the act of speaking about issues of freedom 

and autonomy, Rafi is starting to hear his potential for the discourses that will 

be suitable for university.  
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Free-will and Negotiated Autonomy 
 
In my theoretical framework I discuss three philosophical constructs of 

subjectivity – the Sartrean subject with free-will, the Foucauldian socially 

constructed subject, and the reflexive subject which occurs in Sartre’s description 

of consciousness as ‘presence-to-self’ and Foucault’s glimpses of negotiated 

autonomy - in addition to his later technology of self. I will explain how these 

forms of subjectivity are presented in the interview data. In so doing I will discuss 

the implications these connections have for proactive and passive learning in art 

and design. 

 

Free-will 
 
Questions of the level of free-will that students can have and the types of 

freedom that they should have, occupy the discourse of practitioners, policy 

makers, and students participating in this research. Julia works to expand the 

possibilities for young people’s free-will, pushing back the constraints of the 

institution. Sam thinks that students have been trained to become passive 

learners at school and can’t access creative freedom when they enter the less 

controlling environment of post-compulsory education. David has a similar 

viewpoint to Sam, as he observes the limitations of a blinkered school approach 

to art and design. On the contrary Ron is fearful of greater free-will for students, 

and is in favour of regular assessment and structured guidance confirming school 

as, ‘a sort of apparatus of uninterrupted examination.’ (Foucault 1977, ed. 

Rabinow 1991, 198). The students Rafi and Arlette seek freedom of ideas and 

resources, access to new experiences and space to develop their work. They 

also believe that some restraints should be put on student free-will – in 

controlling the dissipation of focused learning.  

 

All the student participants share a need for their learning in art and design to 

generate freedom through new experiences. To view this urge to take in different 

experiences with a Sartrean perspective, their thirst for knowledge is activated 
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through the ontological mode of being-for-itself: they seek to expand outwards 

into the unknown, and to grasp concepts and techniques that they need to learn 

about art in the wider world. Rafi describes the harmonisation of his inner and 

outer ‘dimensions’ of self when they go on trips: ’they’re both connected at the 

same time.’ He wants to be taught ‘All the different techniques and arts,’ and to 

experience intellectual and spatial liberation by ‘not being restricted into one 

small box.’ Sartre spatialises his ontology via being-for-itself – which is a three-

dimensional mode of being that reaches out to desired aspects of the external 

world; being-for-itself changes as it apprehends the variables it encounters. 

 
The spatialising being is the For-itself as co-present to the whole and to the “this.” 
Space is not the world but is the instability of the world apprehended as a totality, in 
as much as the world can always disintegrate into external multiplicity.  
(Sartre 2003, 207) 

 
To view this concept as it relates to Rafi’s description of spatialised freedom, Rafi 

wants to challenge the standard uses of space in creating artwork and this is not 

merely to use the actuality ‘the world’ of space, but to disrupt the apparent 

‘totality’ of the normative ‘desk and chair’ mode of producing artwork in class. 
 

[Students] should be able to work on the walls if they wanted to…Sideways, that may 
sound strange, but sideways and diagonally. Even on the ceiling if they wanted to. 
 

These spatial disruptions communicate the world of ‘external multiplicity’ that 

Rafi thinks his artwork needs to encounter, rather than the limited 

institutionalised use of space that will ‘disintegrate’ as he seeks to continue his 

practice after sixth-form education. 

 

Foucault also spatialises knowledge, history and language with his layered 

genealogical theorisation. He terms this mode of thinking his ‘spatial obsessions’ 

(Foucault 1980, 69) – in this he escapes the rigidity of linear patterns of thought 

and institutional forces which present a single direction as the only way of doing 

things. 
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All my analyses are against the idea of universal necessities in human existence. 
They show the arbitrariness of institutions and show which space of freedom we can 
still enjoy and how many changes can still be made.  
(Foucault 1988,11) 
 

Arlette’s concept of freedom is spatialised in that she wants to move into three 

dimensional artwork, and has not yet been encouraged to do so. Her thirst for 

learning also can be explained through Sartrean being-for-itself. She talks 

about her wish to learn ‘analytical skills’, and her desire to go on more trips: ‘I 

think when you see stuff in the flesh you really see how good it is.’ Arlette wants 

to take creative action – as theorised by Sartre, to break out of the being-in-

itself of the past and into the being-for-itself of the present and future.  
 

Arlette. I think that if we did art that changed whatever, the way people thought 
instead of traditional. 
 

Contradictions emerge in Arlette’s discourse in that she describes the creative 

act as ‘doing work’ that they ‘have been told to do,’ but she also builds a 

different nuance in reflecting on creative ownership: ‘I guess it’s more about 

extending what we’ve been given.’ This concept of building out from the given 

relates to Sartre’s philosophy of transforming the contingency of the situation. 

Sartre states that ‘freedom is originally a relation to the given.25’ (Sartre 2003, 

508) and that the goal of freedom is ‘to change this given.’ (Ibid. 529) There are 

other contradictions to the deterministic viewpoint, where Arlette describes 

autonomous decisions which embody her free-will, as when she mentions her 

difficulties with the norm of presenting work in a sketchbook. 

 
Arlette. I think sketchbooks are really limiting…I’m quite a harsh critic of myself. So I 
would often rip out stuff that I didn’t like. 

 
Being self-critical is a process which involves taking a reflexive ontological 

position. In an existentialist reading, Arlette is developing free-will by making 

decisions about the quality of the artwork she has made before it has been 

seen by the teacher. She is recognising her presence-to-self, by discarding 

                                                
25 To exist as the fact of freedom or to have to be in the midst of the world are one and the same 
thing, and this means that freedom is originally a relation to the given. (Sartre 2003, 508)  
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artwork which does not meet her own standards. These standards are created 

through knowledge of the work of other artists – i.e. the outer world of being-for-

itself and for-others, and in relation to her past achievements which can be 

termed being-in-itself. Reflexive subjectivity is a means for her to build agency 

in her artwork. Arlette values critical thinking skills, which are central to 

presence-to-self – the active consciousness theorised by Sartre, and are also 

required for the technology of self proposed by Foucault in his later work, as 

‘the relation of oneself to oneself.’(Foucault 1984, 65) 

 
Rafi uses reflexive self-criticism to exercise free-will, as when he recognises 

different ‘dimensions’ of self – the inner relationship with his work and the outer 

dimension for-others. He also takes a reflexive position in defending his good 

ideas and recognising what is lacking in his artwork.  

 
Rafi. I’m quite happy to stand up and actually back up my own idea…I will always go 
against my idea if I think it’s bad. I do have a voice. 
 

His presence-to-self is formed by a critical conscience, which can also be 

externalised to defend his opinions. This reflective thinking in relation to artwork 

becomes increasingly activated as the student develops their relationship with 

their work. It can also be encouraged by a learning environment which 

recognises the student’s capacity for reflective thinking. 

 

Both Rafi and Arlette say that they have been less patronised in their sixth-form 

studies. The changes in approach – particularly for Level 3 students - take into 

account that students are moving towards the responsibilities of adulthood. 

From this premise, the reflection of the learning subject in the teaching Other is 

more conducive towards the possibility of free-will – than methods prevalent in 

teaching younger students, or those less advanced in their studies. The vision 

of the self reflected by the Other which Foucault theorises and Sartre 

incorporates in being-for-others, therefore encourages a more empowered self 

image.  
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Rafi. At the sixth-form you have more independence, more freedom. They treat you 
almost like a young adult slash adult…  
 

He has internalised the belief that at 18 one should have the rights and 

responsibilities of a ‘full adult.’ With the transition to adult responsibility comes 

the idea that the young person should have greater free-will and be trusted to 

manage risk safely. If this culturally acquired sense of maturity is read through 

Foucault, it is indicative of socially formed subjectivity – rather than the subject 

with free-will. Rafi did feel that he should have had greater freedom as a school 

student, but now he considers that he has the legal right to this greater 

freedom.  

 

Rafi, like Arlette, thinks that students need to learn to take responsibility for their 

independence: ‘You have to do it for yourself.’ Increased freedom cannot be 

separated from greater responsibility: ‘Thus I am absolutely free and absolutely 

responsible for my situation.’ (Sartre 2003, 530) Rafi also thinks that students 

cannot choose but have to become independent: ‘It’s almost like you’re forced 

into it.’ He thinks students are compelled or ‘condemned to be free’ (Sartre 2003, 

530) which is the Sartrean concept of agency. The subject is driven towards 

agency as a necessity. 

 

The subject with free-will is able to take decisions for themselves – and some of 

these choices will be mistakes. The risk-averse culture of formal education tries 

to prevent students making mistakes in their creative work: their projects should 

show ‘consistent’ and ‘fluent’ ‘sequential development’ in order to reach the 

higher grades26. Rafi thinks that students should be given the freedom to make 

mistakes as a form of learning: ‘Treat the mistake as a good thing and rise 

above it.’ In an existential sense, the subject takes responsibility for decisions 

                                                
26 ‘An appreciation of sequential development but shortcuts sometimes taken’ (Edexcel GCE AS 
Level Art and Design taxonomy, 2008 specification, AO1 – ‘Competent’ grading band. 
 
‘Explain how artists and designers use portfolios, reaching consistent conclusions.’ (Edexcel 
BTEC Level 2 Diploma in Art and Design, 2010 specification, Unit 5, M1) ‘Independently and 
fluently explain your reasons for selecting work for an art and design portfolio.’ (Ibid. M2) 
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made with free-will. They also take steps to realise alternatives, if their 

decisions are confounded by the contingent situation. 

 

Freire and bell hooks, who propose ‘Education as the practice of freedom’ 

(hooks 1994) believe that responsibility can be achieved in engaging dialogue – 

for instance as the student takes a stance within a class discussion.  

 
The bottom line assumption has to be that everyone in the classroom is able to act 
responsibly.  
(hooks 1994,152) 
 

In my teaching experience I would say this is true, but that not all students 

manage freedom with responsibility consistently. The weight of responsibility 

can become a pressure that they need an outlet from, to assert their difference 

from the levelling action of intersubjective group identity. They might perhaps 

identify with Foucault’s criticism of, ‘the existentialism of self-flagellation – you 

know, how everyone is responsible for everything’ (Foucault 1980, 189). Their 

behaviour throws the impetus for creating responsibility back at the institution. 

The ‘practice of freedom’ also emerges for these students at times in their 

artwork. Although Arlette disowns many of her creative ideas, she does want 

access to a broader curriculum, and to learn about more challenging artists. 

She references pieces of work which she thinks have enabled her to freely 

explore ideas, and to combine contextual influences – as when she describes 

her combination of Cubist influences with the Rubik’s Cube. A Sartrean 

theorisation of this process would be that the student builds their understanding 

of the outside world of other artists, and is then able to transform that given 

towards their own free-will: ‘freedom is a surpassing of this given, it chooses 

itself as this surpassing of the given’ (Sartre 2003, 529).  Foucauldian post-

structural theory would point to the accumulation of cultural influences which 

are ‘transdiscursive’ (Foucault 1969, ed. Rabinow 1991, 113) – they cross 

areas of discourse, providing different cultural combinations: in this case art 

movements, historical contexts, popular culture and the student’s subjective 
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interpretations - which result in relational artworks that refer to ‘heterogeneous 

systems’ (Ibid. 95) rather than works of originality.  

 
Rafi describes his greatest freedom in practice in his architectural projects, in 

which he had freedom to develop his own ideas. ‘I built a building that was my 

idea. I started from scratch…It was also my idea on how to manipulate colour, to 

make light.’ He did work with imagination and inventiveness, though he was also 

inspired by and in some cases reliant upon his teacher Sam – who taught him 

how to develop architectural ideas, a range of skills and techniques, and also put 

his portfolio together for him - to take to university interviews. It would seem that 

even though Rafi describes a sense of existential free-will, and origination of 

ideas, this space has been facilitated for him. The autonomy that he is ‘gradually’ 

realising is negotiated within a supportive learning environment. 

 

Negotiated Autonomy 
 
The existence of relative creative freedom for Rafi exists within a forum created 

by teachers and the institution. The Foucauldian subject’s complicity with power 

structures in developing autonomy, which I term negotiated autonomy, is a 

concept which can be employed to explain these processes. Rafi recognises the 

need to ‘play the game,’ to fulfil course requirements - while maintaining his 

freedom to explore personal interests. He says that to succeed as a Level 3 

BTEC student they have to, ‘Step up the game and become professional;’ they 

must negotiate their autonomy to achieve career ambitions. Rafi portrays this 

‘game’ with the art teachers, as a type of Foucauldian ‘truth-game’ (Foucault 

2007, 164) within the parameters of conceptual and aesthetic relevance 

acknowledged by the teachers.   

 

Autonomy does not suddenly arrive for the young person in Rafi’s opinion, it is 

a ‘gradually’ acquired state of being. Rafi does not specify that this autonomy is 

only or mainly learned within processes of formal education, external life 

experiences will also shape the independence which is ‘forced’ upon them. But 
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he thinks that teachers prepare students by communicating that they are, ‘not 

always going to be there to help you and support your hand.’ He thinks art 

teachers also provide students with the impetus to become adept at the social 

and creative ‘games’ they are learning about:  

 
Rafi. They’re not guiding you are they? They’re telling you that you have to play the 
game and think for yourself. 

 
Rafi has had to wait for this process of developing autonomy to be unravelled, 

he waits on the teacher’s assessment feedback and has had to ‘learn the 

basics’ before being able to express his creative ideas. The enactment of 

creative processes in learning, also discussed by Arlette, is a form of negotiated 

autonomy: ‘I guess it’s more about extending what we’ve been given.’ Unlike 

Rafi, who will argue with the teacher about the given situation, Arlette keeps 

quiet and works to harmonise her creative ideas with the teacher’s advice. 

 

This negotiated autonomy creates a tractable learning zone in which students 

can develop agential creative processes, and work upon their own subjectivity - 

in processes that relate with Foucauldian ‘technology of self’ (Foucault 

2007,154). Rafi thinks that teachers should communicate: ‘All the different 

techniques and arts… needed to be an artist.’ Rafi includes conceptual or 

personal strengths. These skills can be associated with Foucauldian techniques 

of self, such as self-knowledge and care of the self. It is very unlikely that 

teachers can impart all that is necessary to become an artist – and the shortfall, 

providing the student identifies something which is missing, is the lacuna in which 

independence can be formed according to Sam – as he refers to Rancière’s 

beliefs that liberty must be taken and in the equality of intelligence between 

teachers and students. The lacuna in learning which calls forth a technology of 

self corresponds with the lack of Sartre’s being-for-itself: Rafi says that he will 

teach himself ArchiCAD because he needs this and it is not available at school. 

‘I think I can learn it at home and teach it myself by reading manuals.’ 
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The process of developing independence is portrayed by Rafi as a slow 

unravelling of the strings of control that bind the child to support structures – 

whether parental or in education. This independence which is, ‘gradually 

learned… over the years’ is experienced by Rafi as a form of self-mastery: he 

says, ‘I’d gone through a journey to make myself better.’ In learning he found 

care of the self and self-knowledge – technologies of self which made him more 

confident and ‘open minded,’ increasing his ‘understanding around the world.’ 

This self-refining process is also present in his focused attention upon different 

‘dimensions’ of self, in his concern to modify and have an effect upon his 

‘focused’ dimension and his ‘more casual’ ‘not aware’ personality. He notices that 

these facets of self ‘interlink’ when he is given access to exciting experiences 

outside the college learning environment: he has to be ‘outside’ college but 

engaged in facilitated learning, for his divided creative/’social world’ selves to 

become united.  

 

Rafi’s technologies of self relate to his place within his peer group – even when 

he seeks to distance himself from it, and so evidence an aesthetic intersubjective 

‘cultivation of the self’ ( Foucault 1990, 43). He says that his group celebrate, ‘not 

thinking about what other people are thinking about us,’ yet it is important to them 

that they are ‘bubbly’ and that they don’t ‘look terrible’ like the ‘panicking, 

stressed’ A Level students. 

 

Arlette also provides some indicators of reflexive processes that can be seen as 

Foucauldian technologies of self, in her self-critical refining of the contents of her 

sketchbook, her wish to develop her knowledge of the self and of art via 

‘analytical skills’ and in the cultivation of her ‘little bubble’ of focused 

concentration. Her artwork at the early stage of the A Level Fine Art course is 

distanced from her subjectivity and from issues that are important to her.  

 
Arlette. ‘I don’t really think that we think about creative things anywhere. I think we 
just think of getting the work done’ 
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Although she is very talented, Arlette does not perceive herself as an artist – in 

that she is not learning to be an artist. This always frustrated her teacher since 

Arlette was perceived as the most talented in the group. Arlette doesn’t think that 

students consider themselves as being creative, but rather aligns herself with a 

passive socially constructed subjectivity that does not push ideas in artwork, 

‘Unless we’re actually thinking about how we reproduce something.’ In contrast 

to Rafi, she sees the act of creating artwork as non-reflective consciousness, 

located in being-in-itself as a ‘passive action’ (Sartre 2004, 199) or a ‘passive 

organisation of material exigencies’ (Sartre 2004, 219) of just getting work done 

for deadlines. Although Arlette says she wants to make work that challenges the 

‘traditional,’ she has decided to work within the limitations of her highly structured 

AS Fine Art course rather than risk a poor grade. 

 

Referring to Sartre, she has put her creative ideas in the past as being-in-itself, 

before they have a chance to be realised. She cannot go through the processes 

of struggle and negotiation with the teacher that would bring them to fruition. In a 

Foucauldian sense, Arlette does not sustain her critical differentiation from the 

conditioning influences of her curriculum – the critique which ‘would essentially 

insure the desubjugation of the subject.’(Foucault 1978, ed. Lotringer2007, 47) 

Here are the tensions between the subject who is trying to develop critical 

resistance, and the subject who is aiming to please – reproducing the socially 

constructed subject.  

 

Yet Arlette did realise a combination of her personal interests in social and 

anthropological issues in her A2 work: she introduced ‘The Care of the Self’ 

(Foucault 1984, 1990 edn.) on behalf of others, in her work inspired by Jenny 

Saville, by asserting  bio-power of a visible presence for larger women since, 

 
‘In fact there is nothing more material, physical, corporal, than the exercise of power.’ 
(Foucault 1980, 37-38) 
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I will note here the value of studying art for those who do not progress to art 

and design courses. I would argue that there are processes experienced 

through art practice which are active upon subjectivity in realising a visualised 

expression of self. The value of this mode of being can be lasting, even if it is a 

temporary experience of creative learning. For instance, young people have 

told me about a particular piece of artwork they made at GCSE which is still 

very important to them - though they have not continued with art at A Level, 

much as Fine Art graduates who do not enter creative careers often regard their 

degrees as a precious few years of creative exploration.  

 

Conclusion 

 
As stated at the outset of this chapter, it is not my intention to present similarities 

between the students I interviewed as a median voice. The data referenced is a 

focus for a more in depth representation of learner-perspectives, through their 

micro-discourses of struggle towards creative freedom and self-definition. Where 

there are notable comparisons among the students, it appears that the majority 

found their experience of sixth-form education to be more liberating than their 

schooling. They valued the opportunity to be introduced to new experiences in 

their learning, and they wanted more adventures outside the institution – in the 

form of trips and summer schools. Sartre’s ontological driving force of being-for-

itself can be applied to this thirst for knowledge, in understanding how the learner 

seeks to understand the world, and within it the art world. There was also a 

notable sense of students still expressing the need for regulation of their freedom 

– particularly in relation to the subject’s focused engagement with learning, and 

the prevention of distracting or dangerous incidents. This I think suggests the 

subject’s need for collective responsibility to be standardised by the cultural 

norms that Foucault theorises – although the subject may at times choose to go 

against these norms, for example Rafi maintains his focus on learning in his ‘own 

zone,’  but sometimes this zone convinced him to skip lessons to go to ‘the 

chicken shop.’ 
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Referring to the data presented in relation to theory, I will observe the subtleties 

of Rafi and Arlette’s responses as Foucauldian micro-narratives  which enter into 

the detail of how institutional structures and their multiple conditioning factors 

operate upon subjectivity. The socially constructed subject emerges in the 

divisions between these A Level and vocational students, yet Rafi and Arlette’s 

tensions of agency and difference are also present. Arlette thinks that she has 

less freedom, in her structured AS course – she is just getting the work done and 

seeks more analytical thinking in relation to challenging artists. At this stage she 

is not being given space to explore areas of critical thinking and art practice that 

she is ready for; but she accepts the social construction and goes along with it, 

recognising the delayed gratification of the positive aspects of power which 

Foucault discusses (Foucault 1980, 39).  

 

Rafi on the Year 2 Level 3 BTEC course defends his capacity for free-will and 

does not feel at all restricted by the programme of study. He projects a sense of 

Sartrean agency in saying that the art work he makes is 90% his choice. This is 

certainly a greater sense of freedom than he had in the ‘child zone’ of his Level 2 

course. Yet Rafi’s constructions of free-will appear to be facilitated by the 

approach of his teacher – in the case of Sam who inspires and resources his 

architecture projects. His free-will is also brought about by dissent with the 

textiles teacher, in affirming his own creative ideas. Yet these debates exist 

within the institution, in a learning environment which contains free-will – as it is 

seen to be productive.  

 

Rafi validates the solid presence of his loud BTEC group in comparison to the 

‘closed’ ‘quiet’ A Level students, who are the Sartrean conflicted Other for him: 

they appear to cut across his freedom by having greater academic status. He 

attempts to raise the social status of his own group, in defining them as different 

and better. It must be noted that Arlette, and the other A Level students at the 

college, are not privileged in comparison to A Level students nationally. Arlette is 

the first person in her family to take A Levels. She shows a ‘will to intelligence’  
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(Rancière 1991, 52), working with the exam system to achieve greater choice for 

her future. In a Foucauldian reading she navigates the system, recognising that 

there isn’t equality – the power differential leans towards those whose learning 

styles match the exam assessment process. Arlette says that others do not 

benefit from the exam system, she herself managed to achieve better than 

anyone else in her year. Arlette is capable of working the machine – as Dewey 

puts it, to her own advantage. Rafi also knows how to ‘play the game’ – to 

achieve Foucauldian negotiated autonomy, which is formed in an awareness of 

the subject’s ‘points of insertion.’ 

 

Arlette’s dismissal of her creative thinking and of the role that students could play 

in the consultation process could be seen as a passive learning practice which 

aligns with the stasis of institutional practices – the Sartrean practico-inert, or the 

panopticism that Foucault observes in schools: ‘Well what have we got to say?’ 

But it is also her method of coping with the institutional structures in place and 

taking the path of least resistance, towards her future goals. The frustration that 

her teacher expressed at the time, about Arlette not pushing herself was 

probably equivalent to the annoyance that Arlette voices about her course not 

having the freedom of experimentation and the complexity of analysis that she is 

capable of. 

 

Arlette’s tensions with the curriculum would have been carefully submerged if 

she had not been given space to discuss issues of freedom and autonomy in the 

interview. Equally, Rafi’s reflexive dimensions of self – which challenge the 

division of BTEC students as non-reflective ‘practical’ people, might not have 

been brought into consciousness without a dialogical method of consultation. The 

perceived ‘gate’ of the focus group students would have remained silently closed. 

Of course some would prefer that these Foucauldian ‘disqualified knowledges’ 

and Sartrean possibilities of liberation through presence-to-self did not interrupt 

the working processes of the educational institution, but if that is the case they 

would be continuing to cling to stereotypes and ignoring marginalised voices 
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7     

Putting Theory into Practice          
 
In this chapter I am returning the lens of philosophical theory to my work via 

action research, rather than exploring the work of other practitioners. This 

research of my practice is important for me, in gathering the possibilities and 

meaning for me of applying Foucauldian and Sartrean theory in my teaching.  I 

discuss the beginnings of my practice engaged with theory in Chapter 1; I would 

say that in pursuing my doctoral research I have had the opportunity to explore 

long-term relationships between theory and my practice. I have found that this 

application of philosophical theory in sixth-form art education is very unusual, so I 

have used my practice as a testing ground for the benefits of engaging students 

in discursive activities and applications of post-structural and existential concepts 

of freedom and autonomy in their artwork.  

 

I will discuss the concepts behind my action research, my intentions for 

developing learning processes and challenges in applying theory through 

practice. I will refer to my project planning and methods of introducing theoretical 

quotes in art and design lessons; relevant artist sources drawn upon in parallel 

with theorists; students’ work and their comments about their work – which are 

often in the form of annotations. I also include diary entries made to express and 

clarify my thoughts while teaching. I will thereby address the central questions of 

this research from a reflexive position. 

 

The integration of my research and teaching practice has I think possibilised 

(Sartre 2003, 152) my study of freedom and autonomy within sixth-form art 

education. During the stage of data collection and analysis between 2008 and 

2011, while working with the three research groups, I also taught projects relating 

to questions of free-will and negotiated autonomy, in correspondence with 

creative work in fine art, graphic design and photography. In this chapter I will 
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focus on two projects that incorporate philosophical questions and approaches. 

These projects, I Can and Power were mentioned initially in Chapter 1. 

 

I Can is a project based in positive thinking and free-will, in relation to Sartrean 

philosophy – but without directly referring to Sartre with the students. The Power 

project was a collaboration between BTEC Level 3 course leaders and I. The 

project was initially written by myself and Sam who features in Chapter 4. We 

began by theorising power in relation to art and culture. Foucault, Sartre, Freire 

and other theorists were directly referenced in my lessons. I had asked research 

participants if they would introduce quotes by Sartre and Foucault in art and 

design projects, but no one took up this idea other than Sam. Helen said that she 

was giving tutorials rather than ‘didactic teaching’. Nick thought that using quotes 

was a ‘valuable way of breaking interdisciplinary boundaries’ but preferred to ‘ask 

the students to find sources.’ Tim responded to my email, ‘Haven’t got my head 

around your philosophers yet, as too scared to open the attachments.’ It seemed 

that the quotes were felt to be an imposition upon the students, and perhaps 

upon the participants – who could not align them with planned teaching. Yet in 

practice I found that students could interact with these texts in collaborative 

group work, before branching into their development of a personal response that 

included a more critical approach without directly referencing the theorists they 

had been introduced to. 
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I Can  BTEC Level 2 Diploma Art and Design 
 
The I Can project was written to explore Sartrean free-will as it might be 

approached by Level 2 Art and Design students. I was course leader for the First 

Diploma Art and Design, which became the Level 2 Diploma Art and Design, 

between 2008 and 2011. The students arrive with a minimum entry requirement 

of two Ds at GCSE, and are aged 16-19. On this course they gain the equivalent 

of 4 GCSEs at A-C, and if they achieve a Merit grade are then able to progress to 

Level 3 Art & Design. Most of the students arrive with low self-esteem in relation 

to their learning.  

 

Sartre said, ‘I am an infinity of possibilities’ (Sartre 2003, 152) – the emphasis 

being on the defiance and assertion of the subject’s existence: ‘I am.’ The ethos 

is that with self-belief one can change the given situation, drawing upon creative 

agency that can invent pathways around obstacles in society. Students were 

initially asked to mind-map ten things they could already do and ten things they 

would like to be able to do. The ten things they wanted to achieve were to be 

treated as things they could already master; in this way the apparent ‘infinity of 

unrealisables’ (Sartre 2003, 548) could be visualised as a possibility. The theory 

is that the subject needs to imagine they are in the envisaged future role, in order 

for the preliminary conditions for its existence to take shape. In this sense the 

students are working to visualise and realise through artwork the lack of being-

for-itself. Cetine describes this visualisation towards realisation in her project 

proposal. 

 
I am making a book to show people my inspiration of what ‘I can do’ and what ‘I 
would like to do.’ The book highlights my wants. By creating this book I’m trying to put 
a message through based on what I believe I can do. The book is about optimistic 
thinking to give and explain positive and bright ideas to young people who may read 
the book.  

   (Cetine 2009, my italics) 
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Others saw their project as projecting a future vision for positive change – a 

humanist ‘belief structure’, which can also be seen as Sartrean being-for-itself, as 

it is the ontological mode of present and future. 

 
I was asked to create a book with 20 pages for a company, using techniques taken 
from different successful Pop artists. Icons are used to create a passionate belief 
structure out of something simple. This is the reason for incorporating them in my 
artwork. The way that I was inspired by my I Cans is my thoughts and desires for the 
future, and what I want best for me and my fellow man. I want to inspire other young 
would be artists or graphic designers to never stop setting their goals, because you 
never know what the future will hold. 
(Simon 2011) 

 
The project also introduced responses to the work of artists, using Pop Art. The 

Pop artists brought popular culture into high art, believing that art should have a 

relationship with everyday experience – rather than being elevated to a 

modernist ‘art for art’s sake’ pedestal. Pop artists included contextual references 

to film and television, mass production and iconic figures in the media. They also 

satirised the effects of the media upon cultural consumers. Richard Hamilton’s 

‘Just what makes today’s homes so different, so appealing?’ (1956) is seen as 

the foundation of Pop art. This montage creates a bombardment of imagery, and 

exaggerated idealised white subjects. These subjects ironically embody the 

influence the media has upon the consumer’s self-image, as they strive towards 

‘the American dream’ of socially constructed subjectivity, which in its extremes of 

materialism and body-enhancement becomes amusing and surreal. Some 

students identified Pop Art’s challenge to the hegemony in connection to their 

own work. 

 
The ideas that I have used in making my book have all developed around the Pop Art 
movement. I think this is because Pop Art challenges certain things in mainstream 
society, and sometimes without knowing. I think that it puts pressure on everyone as 
individuals. (Sophie 2009) 

 
The iconic works of early Pop art have been appropriated to include 

contemporary references. Hamilton himself revised his 1956 montage of an ideal 

home, to include late 20th century references. The American dream imagery of 

the 1956 work has also been recontextualised in another culture by Vivek 
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Vilaseni – who portrayed Asian equivalents of the figures, media and products 

represented in Hamilton’s montage, for a piece in the series ‘Between one Shore 

and Several Others’ (2008). Pop art lends itself well to reappropriation in 

contemporary circumstances – particularly as the artists themselves borrowed 

from a genealogy of visual culture.  

 

    
 
 (Fig. 24 ) Richard Hamilton  1956              (Fig. 25)   Vivek Vilaseni 2008 
‘Just what makes today’s homes so           ‘Between one Shore and Several Others’  
different, so appealing?’   
   
 

The students wrote out their 20 ‘I Cans’ in a sequence that they thought created 

links between the pages; their choices of ‘I Cans’ became part of their voice for 

the project, and they continued to express this voice through their artwork. The 

final outcome would be a 20 page book that would be sent away and ‘published.’ 

As the Pop artists were introduced, students were asked to select one of their ‘I 

Cans’ which they thought would relate to the ideas and techniques of that artist. 

This I think enabled increased free-will, as freedom of choice in the work they 

were making, which a number of students found difficult at first: they had to 

engage more with the style of the artist in selecting which of their ideas was most 

suitable, rather than being given an influence for each page.   

 

Removed due to copyright
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The Level 2 students were put in the position of having to make a decision for 

themselves, and this responsibility which accompanies freedom took a while to 

become manageable. The more confident students could look at their I Can list 

and select an idea to relate to an artist’s work. Others would rush to the learning 

support assistant asking, ‘Which page can I link to this artist? What could I add to 

this page?’ I had to keep saying ‘How do you think you could create this I Can 

page?’ I had to draw out ideas through questioning, rather than giving them 

answers, and I had to continually remind myself that they were capable of 

visualising their ideas. With these students it appeared to work better to give 

them a Pop Art book and ask them to find an image that inspired them. This drew 

them out of the blank being-in-itself stasis of not being able to relate to the focus 

artist of that lesson and engaged their external inquiry, their mode of being-for-

itself, as they searched for an appealing image to work with. Some still needed 

assistance in relating a chosen image to any of their ideas, but they had retained 

an important element of choice and built thinking time into their research of 

artists. 

 

The possibility of greater choice created a gap between the provided sources of 

reference and the students’ interpretations of these sources in relation to their 

own ideas, that made it necessary for them to consider the meaning of the work 

for them. In the previous project Graphic Artists at the Tate they had been taught 

how to develop a response to an artist or designer’s style and techniques. Their 

learning had been more directed as many students had not explored the concept 

of relating contextual references to their own work at this stage, and there were 

techniques that the whole group needed to learn – such as stencil, mono-print 

and masking processes. For example, the student at this stage might respond to 

Ed Ruscha’s work with two-point perspective by using this technique to create 

drawings of different buildings or words. As discussed in Chapter 6, Sartre said 

that ‘freedom is originally a relation to the given.’ (Sartre 2003, 508) and a 

different set of guiding principles was given to the students to develop more 

flexible thinking skills. The I Can project opened a space for the responsibility of 
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decision making in learning: students had already gathered the concept of 

relating their work to artists; they were therefore in a more informed position to 

begin selecting artist references and combining the techniques they had been 

taught to build more personal responses. 

 

The first time I taught the I Can project, I started by putting no limits on the 20 ‘I 

Cans’ that students could choose for their pages. I did not want to restrict their 

creative freedom at all. However this unconditional freedom conjured up some 

explicit or negative possibilities, which escalated into hysterical laughter when 

discussed in the group. Images of killing others, lapdancing or picking locks 

would not be condoned if presented in an exhibition at the college. I therefore 

had to step back from my offer of unconditional freedom, and place some ‘client 

requirements’ on the book they were going to produce. 

 

As I reviewed my role as a teacher in this project, I had to acknowledge that I 

was, to some extent, defining their freedom and representations of self in 

censoring the content. I told the students that their imagined client had requested 

a positive thinking book for young people, which would inspire them to have more 

confidence in building their futures. The I Can book would be distributed at 

careers offices and Connexions centres. It would feature the student as an iconic 

role model for other young people.  

 

Some problems occurred in this censoring role I needed to take. My first 

approach had been naïve, regarding the avenues of student response; however I 

started to question whether I was reinforcing the Foucauldian normative subject, 

the ‘society of normalisation’ (Foucault 1980, 107) by preventing creative risk-

taking and curbing imaginative transgressive ideas - in the process of ruling out 

images of extreme acts. And if I was not doing this I was perhaps communicating 

my own values. 

 
It becomes more and more relevant that I relate my idealist thinking to my own 
reactions to classroom situations, e.g. my selection of constraints on what they can 
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and cannot include according to my values and concerns, plus in relation to the 
requirements of the institution. 
(M. Matthews Diary, 08.03.09) 

 
I therefore did not restrict other activities which teachers would aim to prevent 

such as ‘I can sleep all day’ or ‘I can eat sweets forever.’ I reasoned with myself 

that I was not aiming to promote anarchy. I was interested in raising confidence 

and self-esteem – in a visualisation of freedom aligned with social responsibility.  

 

 
 
                           (Fig. 26)  I can eat sweets for ever (Louisa 2010)     
 
It is the case nevertheless that the mind, when given freedom to roam, will alight 

on the negative actions that it has the freedom to take – the power the subject 

has in maintaining their own lives: ‘I can die’ appeared for one student. Sartre 

explored the anguish of these human dilemmas in his novels, the characters in 

the Roads of Freedom series27 are ‘condemned to be free’ (Sartre 1973, 34), as 

was Shakespeare’s Hamlet – ‘To be or not to be, that is the question...’  These 

questions of the extent to which students needed to be guided towards free-will 

alongside social responsibility are important to this research. Sartre viewed free-

will as necessarily entwined with social responsibility, however free-will without 

                                                
27 These novels are often referred to as a trilogy – The Age of Reason, The Reprieve (both first 
published in 1945) and Iron in the Soul (first published 1949). However there was a fourth novel 
in the Roads of Freedom series called The Last Chance – published posthumously in 1981. 
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concern for other, or for the care of the self, does exist. In the context of the 

location where I teach, there is a lot of gang activity among young people who 

encourage each other to take negative and destructive actions. I did not want to 

give space that might appear to condone such activity.  

 

We had a class discussion to find students’ definitions of freedom and 

responsibility in 2011 (Appendix 6) Romain noted that he had to work for freedom 

– that freedom is conditional upon the subject’s actions in relation to others. 

 
Freedom: to me freedom means you are free to do anything you want. E.g. you’re 
free to talk, walk and look, but there are also ways that you have to work for your 
freedom. 
 
Responsibility: means when you are responsible for your actions. Responsibility is 
also when you can be responsible in ways like looking after yourself and properties. 
(Romain 2011) 
 

The absolute freedom that the group saw of being ‘allowed to do anything’ was 

tempered with the responsibility of ‘self-control’ and ‘acting on what people trust 

you to do.’ 

 

 
 
Carus needed more constant structure and guidance and felt at a loss with more 

responsibility. This piece was for his ‘I can time travel’ page, but working in Photoshop 

Carus titled the piece ‘falling’, which seemed to exemplify his need for scaffolded 

support. 

(Fig. 27)  
 
‘Falling’ 
Carus 2011 
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There was also my consideration as a teacher of my duty of care, to protect 

young people from violence or self-destructive patterns of behaviour – and from 

glorifying these actions in artwork. It must be noted however that adult artists do 

experiment with nihilistic acts of free-will, because they can take this control over 

their bodies and provoke reactions of amazement and shock. For example 

Michael Landy who shredded all his possessions in ‘Break Down’ a work enacted 

at the former C&A store in Oxford Street 2001. Performance artists such as 

Frank Obie, Stellarc and Orlan enact dangerous forms of free-will in their artwork 

which could alternatively be seen as compulsive urges to self-harm. A teacher 

would not permit students aged 16-19 to pursue such enactments of traumatised 

body control – although these actions are possible for adult artists.  

 

It can be said therefore that absolute free-will and autonomy in art education 

could not be viable. Sartre acknowledged, in addition to the ethical social 

responsibility of free-will, that the subject’s freedom is always compromised, cut 

across and diverted by the conditions and freedoms desired by others. Being-for-

others, in defining the subject through difference from others: ‘The Other exists 

for consciousness only as a refused self.’ (Sartre 2003, 308) – however I would 

differ here to say that the Other can also exist as difference in a desired self.  For 

Sartre otherness is a necessary factor in subjectivity, as the subject negotiates 

their place in the world among others. Foucault’s subject who negotiates 

autonomy only in relation to others also presents a relative autonomy and a 

relative freedom.  

 

I wrote the I Can project to explore free-will, but in reflecting on the project 

through my analysis of the students’ I Can choices as their initial voice, I wanted 

to explore whether these choices highlighted the normative social ideals that 

students aspired to, and whether they also allowed room for individual 

personalities to be represented. I think it is important to look at how the students 

choose to express their potential freedom, and the identity constructions they 

make. I have analysed the ‘I Can Lists’ chosen by 36 students out of the 49 I 
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taught this project to between 2008-2011. I arranged the contents into thematic 

categories28 and I will refer to some for this chapter – a longer study on the 

implications would be necessary to address all of the categories identified. I 

analysed the chosen ‘I Cans’ for boys and girls – to see if there were socially 

constructed gender roles that students were aspiring to meet. There were more 

boys (24) than girls (12), as the BTEC courses tend to attract more male 

students – unlike the A Level Fine Art and Textiles courses. 

 

Among boys and girls the ‘Creative’ category topped the list, perhaps not 

surprisingly for full-time students of art and design, with 89 entries from 33 

students. 18 students listed drawing, this was the most frequent single entry – in 

which they have the most confidence and ascribe the most value. Only driving 

came close as a desirable capability, with 17 entries. Other visual art and design 

areas were less represented: photography and Photoshop (7); design (5); 

building/making (4) and painting (2). However 10 students said ‘I Can be 

Creative’ and 4 mentioned their imagination. Other artforms were also popular 

such as Music (11) and Dance (13). Students aspired to achieving in creative 

areas, and they knew that they could represent these artforms well visually. 

                                                
28 The categories I found in order of frequency of entries were: Creative (89); Sport (56); Male 
Gender associated (54); Currently Unrealisable by Anyone (51); Being-for-others (49);  
Control/ Power (44); Future Imaginary (42); Aestheticised Self (32); Property/ Materialism (32); 
Female Gender associated (28); Aspiration (25); Travel (24); Communication (23); Flying (22); 
Basic Functional (18); Autonomy (17); Drive (17); Other (14); Usually Prevented from doing (11); 
Intelligence (11); Conceptual (10); Dream (9); Happiness (8); Beliefs (6); Fighting (6), 
Transforming (5); Identity (3); Freedom (3); Negative (3 –one student). 
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                                     (Fig. 28)  ‘I can draw’ Georgia 2010   
                 

 
 

 (Fig. 29 ) ‘I can draw’ Prakash 2011 – The peacock is a symbol of pride, or self-worth. 
                            
Sport was the next most featured category, with 56 entries from 31 students.11 

boys chose football, though it was also chosen by two girls. Football was one of 

the choices I counted as ‘Male Gender associated’ – this category appeared 54 

times from 20 students with entries such as ‘Have super strength,’ ‘Fix a broken 

X-box console,’ ‘Fight,’ ‘Do 12 push-ups.’  None of the female students 

mentioned computers or technology, yet 11 boys did so. One male student had 

five technology entries: Del chose ‘I Can use most modern day technology; Own 
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a Mac Book Air; Restore a computer; Master Photoshop; Install computer 

software. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
                   (Fig. 30) ‘I can own a Mac Book Air’ Del 2011 
 

Other high entries for male students were in the categories of Control/ Power  

(there were 39 entries from 17 students, 15 male and 2 female) and in Currently 

Unrealisable by Anyone (51 entries, 15 boys and 1 girl), relating to the Sartrean 

term ‘the imaginaries’ (Sartre 2003, 548). It seems the boys particularly felt their 

need for and lack of power, in visualising what they could achieve with free-will.  
 
 

Jeffroy – I Can… Be a King; Have my own army; Be ruler of the world; Use mind 
control to move objects; Control people like puppets; Have my own country. 
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(Fig. 31 & 32) ‘I can be a King’ Jeffroy  2010  ‘I can have my own army’ Jeffroy 2010 

 
The power indicators were often highly exaggerated, which I think emphasises 

their inverse sense of a lack of power, as teenage boys who feel that men should 

be powerful. The Sartrean conflicted Other, whom the subject struggles against 

and fights, appears strongly for the boys. It was interesting that the two girls who 

mentioned Control/Power ideas were the students in that year who achieved the 

highest grades – Distinction*. They had worked hard throughout the year and 

they believed that high achievement would be empowering for them. One girl’s 

vision for self-empowerment included freedom of speech in a political sense, as 

‘words are action’ (Sartre 2001, 14) 
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                                        (Fig. 33 ) ‘I can speak out’ Cetine 2009 
 

This is the page which really talks for me I suggest…. I decided to use photographs 
of the PM of Turkey. He’s my favourite politician. I like the way he expresses his 
feelings….I added some grey washy paint in the picture to relate to 
Rauschenberg…Some photos are facing the other side of the page, whereas some 
are looking forward and I’m looking vice versa, which highlights movement, activity 
and speed…I think this page could communicate a lot to its viewers. It shows the fact 
of speaking out could lead you to a lot. (Cetine 2009) 

 

The boys had well developed fantasy worlds, fuelled by computer games and 

cartoons which provide an escape from the frustrations of a more mundane 

reality. Girls were more likely to focus on the Future Possible – referencing 

Sartre’s concept of the future as ‘the possibilisation of possibles’ (Sartre 2003, 

152); they preferred to visualise ideas which they might actually be able to 

realise, such as: ‘Swim with dolphins’; ‘Publish a book’; ‘Invent a new thing.’  

Girls identified with culturally acquired methods to make themselves more 

attractive.Two girls had 5 aestheticised self ‘I Cans’ which can be seen as female 

gender associations. Grace chose I Can …‘Shop till I drop,’ ‘Design 

clothes/fashion’, ‘Pose’, ‘Love’, ‘Model’. 
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(Fig. 34) ‘I can do make up’ Hara 2010          (Fig. 35) ‘I can shop till I drop’ Grace 2010 
 

Some boys also had ways of creatively expressing their aesthetic self such as, ‘I 

can pose’; ‘Be photogenic’; ‘Look like Louis Hamilton. In addition to more 

restrictive gender patterns, this Aestheticised Self could be related to 

Foucauldian technologies of self, if seen in context with the other processes of 

self-mastery involved in the students’ choices. To qualify this statement, 

Foucault’s technology of self can be seen as located in concepts of physical 

beauty - as in other processes of self-transformation which are practiced to 

master and perfect the self.  

 
Technologies of the self…permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the 
help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts 
and conduct, and a way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a 
certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality. 
(Foucault 1988, 18) 

 
Taken alongside other I Can ideas which promote knowledge of the self and care 

of the self, the students’ aesthetic ideals for themselves become part of this 

technology of self-transformation. 

 

Girls also had a stronger sense of Relationships with Others. The guiding ideas 

of the project suggested positive interaction with others - and the intersubjective 
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mitsein – or being-with occurs, ‘as it must be Interpreted in terms of the 

phenomenon of care’ (Heidegger 1967, 157) and ‘common concern’ (Ibid. 159). 

Girls have been culturally assigned the role of looking after children, helping 

others and having qualities which are for others. 

 
Stacey. I Can… Be confident with others; Help others out in situations; Do styles with 
people’s hair; Be a good sister; Give positive information; Make people smile. 

 
However boys and girls expressed a value for positive intersubjective 

Communication and Travel, often wanting to see the world and to speak many 

languages – combining the drive towards self-fulfilment of Sartrean being-for-

itself, with the recognition of the self in the world as it exists for-others. 

 

 

 
                              
               (Fig. 36)  ‘I can speak every language in the world’ Alger (male) 2011 
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                                 (Fig. 37) ‘I can communicate’ Nilar  (female) 2010                   
        
In aiming to think positively for themselves, as role-models, I found that many 

boys and girls replicated the socially constructed subject ascribed to their gender.  

 
A number of girls talk about very gender oriented/ biased things like cleaning, 
cooking, modelling… which is quite depressing in the sense of aiming towards their 
liberation – Yet they say they enjoy this! 
(M. Matthews Diary, 25.02.10) 

 
Therefore those who crossed gender expectations, or even strived towards 

difference within these expectations became interesting subjects. The girls who 

did so chose political, active, outspoken and inventive ‘I Cans’: Cetine said she 

could ‘Climb up Mountains; Speak out; Become an MP; Go hunting; Build a 

mosque; Go far away. And two challenged expectations by playing football. The 

boys, a few of whom had no male gender assigned ‘I Cans’, mentioned looking 

after children, helping Mum tidy up, expressing emotions such as love, and 

conveying social conscience rather than power and control: for example: ‘I Can 

make everyone in the world happy.’ The exceptions came particularly from boys 

who had learning difficulties. It seemed that they had recognised their 
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intersubjective need of others, and were proud of the good they could do for 

others in return. 

 
Joel: I Can…Help out with my brother Paris; Entertain my brother with a musical 
beat; Read my brother a fan-fiction at bedtime; Fly to my Grandad in St. Lucia. 
 
Troy: I Can...Talk to other people; Help my Mum to tidy up; Look after my little 

brother; Have my own family. 

 

 

 
 
   (Fig. 38 ) 
 
It could be said that the difference from normative expectations, which for some 

students might emerge in a single I Can choice, is perhaps as significant as their 

urge to fulfil expected social roles – in that this alternative choice can be a 

release from the norm. 

 

The I Can choices which connote Autonomy, appeared to be a non-gender 

assigned category. The choices they made were more consistent with their age 

group. The ‘I Cans’ relating to Travel express autonomy, as do those for Driving. 

Autonomy for these young people is about not being confined to the narrow 

perspective of the immediate locality. It’s about having a vision for how the self 

will confidently encounter the unknown, in which Sartre would see the activation 

of being-for-itself – as it is the ‘flight from the past which I am toward the future 

‘I can help out with my brother’ 
 
Joel. Helping my mum with my 
little brother is enjoyably 
rewarding yet tiresome. 
 
Responsibility is 
acknowledged alongside 
freedom in that the activity 
can be ‘tiresome’ – it 
requires some patience. 
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which I am’ (Sartre 2003, 225). Of the 11 students who wanted to ‘travel the 

world’, none mentioned doing this with their family: this global reach appeared to 

be an exciting prospect for future autonomy. 

 

Most of the Control/ Power entries relate to a sense of exaggerated autonomy, 

perhaps because for some the sense of actual autonomy is currently unrealistic. 

A boy who aspired to the idea of being a despotic ruler also included the more 

reasonable, ‘I can plan my own days;’ at this stage of his learning, with a given 

timetable, this is not yet possible for him. Students also expressed the desire to 

own things, autonomy being associated with the materialist signifiers of having 

houses and cars, or their own business. The words own, have and get appear 

often. To view these findings in Sartre’s ontological terms, these students were 

trying to fulfil the wish to complete being-in-itself, that which is owned, past, and 

belonging to the self – to be a person of ‘substance’ (Sartre 2003, 194) through 

material possessions. There were other entries which presented a more 

conceptual vision of autonomy such as: - I can ‘Speak out’; ‘Be original’, ‘Be 

independent’, ‘Do anything when I put my mind to it’, or a focus on their own 

intelligence such as ‘Be smart’ or ‘Come up with complex ideas.’ These entries 

appeared less often.  

 
                (Fig. 39 ) 
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(Fig. 39) ‘I can be independent’ Prakash 2011: independence is associated with space 

around the subject as a multiplicity, travelling into the blurred unknown –Sartre’s being-

for-itself. 

 
Many students presented signifiers of autonomy, such as driving and travelling 

which are popular among young people, but fewer reflectively identified that this 

is what they were doing within their choices. Those students who formed a more 

conceptual or ontological framework for I Can had chosen to think beyond, or in 

addition to, material representations of autonomy. They had chosen a reflexive 

position in locating their proactive subjectivity through the freedom of thought 

since ‘the study of thought is the analysis of a freedom’ (Foucault 1983, ed. 

Lotringer 1996, 421). Foucault and Sartre view this reflexive position of thought in 

relation to praxis as the subject’s most effective means of becoming 

emancipated. 
 
 
In reviewing my teaching of this project, I will draw together the main points I   

have noted in relation to my theoretical focus. I had started by looking at the 

Sartrean idea of free-will in agency, being able to ‘transform’ the situation and 

‘make a difference’, quoting ‘I Cans’ chosen by students. But in the teaching 

situation unconditional free-will proved to be a temptation away from what could 

be identified as beneficial for students. Although negative violent and self-

destructive actions are sometimes taken by students and those around them, 

and this nihilistic free-will is possible, feared and experienced, the space created 

for free-will in learning has an ethical responsibility towards safeguarding the 

individual and others.  

 
The freedom they expressed was therefore guided towards ‘positive thinking’ 

expressions of freedom, and the idea of seeing the self as an icon or role model 

– in relation to Pop Art. This introduction of conditions, which took the project’s 

outcome away from being a confessional document, towards visualising how it 

would be seen by others, I think had the effect of positing the subject as socially 
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responsible, but also socially constructed – as the student considered how they 

would be seen by others.  

 

Foucauldian dynamics begin to emerge in the I Can project, in the ways that 

students chose to feature gender conformity - as the normative socially 

constructed subject. We had discussed the ironic gender and cultural 

stereotyping and exaggeration in Richard Hamilton’s 1956 collage, as 

recontextualised by Vivek Vilaseni, yet the gender icon continued to be a 

contemporary cultural adaptation of ideal gender types – albeit satirical. It could 

be said that the iconic images of Pop Art represent defined opposites of male 

and female, however Warhol’s Elvis images of the 1960s are fairly androgynous, 

as is Jeff Koons’ ‘Michael Jackson and Bubbles’ 1988.  Yet despite my 

introduction of the idea of the ‘positive role-model,’ I found that boys still said they 

could fight, or could own a country – and perhaps they may have chosen to do 

this without any required conditions.  

 

 
 
(Fig. 40 ) ‘I can fight like Bruce Lee’  Alger 2011 – with a central Yin-Yang male/female  

 balance symbol. The female side is, probably unconsciously, pushed away by  the 

student. 
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Those students who expressed a difference from gender norms identified 

experiences in society which they wanted to realise, which break away from 

tradition and express a need to think outside these parameters. A different way to 

approach the management of free-will and responsibility may be to ask students 

to think of ‘I Cans’ which challenge people’s expectations of them or prejudices 

against them.  

 

To return to Sartre, the students were motivated by what they lack in society, as 

well as being affirmed by their current positive achievements. The praxis of doing 

things which represent autonomy was well documented in their ‘I Cans’,  as were 

aspirations for the future or the Sartrean being-for-itself – which is the continual 

thirst for knowledge, the unknown and fulfilment: ‘It is this lack and it is also the 

lacking’ (Sartre 2003, 164). Their artwork did in many cases succeed in creating 

a positive visualisation of how they might realise the ideas they had yet to 

achieve. The work also gave room for fantasy scenarios – so that the students 

might visualise themselves as larger than life. As stated, this was a particularly 

boy friendly aspect of the project. The girls chose to use the project as a more 

direct focus for building a confident approach to achievable aims for the future. 

 

 
 
                                       (Fig. 41) ‘I can daydream’ Simon 2011 
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In this research I maintain that free-will as a concept, when seen as the 

possibility of exploring outside the arena of that which is currently viable, or 

expected, enables the subject to visualise routes out of confined thinking and 

experience. As a practitioner I had aimed to open a space for freedom of choice 

in learning.  

 

 
 
                               (Fig. 42)  ‘I can be on time for college’ Rosa 2011 
 
To refer to Sartre’s ontology I wanted to engage the active thinking processes 

involved in being-for-itself  - as the learning subject seeks to fill a gap between 

that which they can and currently can’t do. I intended to activate the students’ 

reflexive presence-to-self, as they took a look at themselves, and thought about 

how they might be seen by others. In the process of doing this, I built a greater 

presence-to an understanding of my conditioning role as a teacher. My 

experience of teaching this project contributed to forming an ethic of locating 

free-will for students in artwork that reflects emancipation aligned with care of the 

self and social responsibility. As a teacher I did not want to open a space for acts 

of nihilistic free-will, though some adult artists explore this in their work 

incorporating the effects of destructive aspects of society upon the self.  
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Yet there are negative conditioning forces in society, systems of coercion and 

bastions of tradition that confine the subject, which can be challenged and 

symbolically transformed through art, including the art of students aged 16-19. To 

some this transformative freedom of art may seem nihilistic – and this is also 

premise for the argument for radicalised artistic freedom, rather than ‘freedom of 

expression’ which maintains the status-quo. Questions of the subjective uses and 

interpretations of freedom as agency and empowerment were brought to the fore 

in the Power project. 

 

Power a Project for Level 3 BTEC Art and Design 
 
The Power project was co-created with Sam, who features in Chapter 4 for BTEC 

Level 3 students. For all project based work, as stipulated in their assessment 

criteria, students are expected to engage with contextual material in developing 

their ideas and forming personal responses. These contextual sources are 

usually the work of well documented artists and designers. Elements of this work 

will appear in stylistic and conceptual visual conversations with the students’ own 

work, and will be discussed in annotations. It is unusual for teachers to venture 

into the wider implications of the social, theoretical and historical context of 

artwork. Since BTEC students are considered to have a lower academic ability 

than A Level students, expectations for their capacity for critical contextual 

engagement are curtailed. Therefore we decided to challenge these limiting 

parameters and to explore the potential for adding theoretical concepts to provide 

the students with a stimulating range of contextual input, and to develop critical 

thinking skills. 

 

Power was intended to explore theory through teaching and practice, including 

the use of quotes as contextual material, an idea which had been declined by the 

teacher research participants. The theme of Power was chosen as a conceptual 

medium for building students’ critical skills, towards greater motivation and 

ownership of their work. It was a theme that we thought students would readily 
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relate with their own experience, and which would enable the introduction of 

theoretical sources in the context of their artwork. The inclusion of theory in 

teaching practice is motivated by my belief that philosophy could become more 

accessible to practice. Students did comment on the versatility and relational 

adaptability of the project in their annotations. 

 
From my perspective this project is versatile especially with the way it is connected to 
many spectrums, even the word ‘power’ itself. It coincides with different environments 
and their issues. (Jan 2011) 
 

We taught the BTEC Level 3 students – whose course was then BTEC National 

Diploma Art and Design, the course changed in 2010 to the Extended Diploma. I 

taught one unit in Experimental Photography, and Sam – who was Course 

Leader, taught the majority of the project. The imbalance of power that this time-

distribution caused became noticeable within the project, but we both had space 

to explore our theoretical interests in relation to the theme.  

 

I had given Sam a range of quotes from Foucault, Sartre and Freire, which I 

thought would be accessible to students. Sam said he thought they would relate 

to only a few of these quotes. He was looking at power in education for the 

introduction to the project, and the quotes he chose reflect this focus (Appendix 

7). He also found other quotes from Foucault and Sartre that he wanted to use. 

On the assignment brief that all students were given at the start of the project, 

the project ‘context’ included quotes from Foucault such as:  

 
In its function, the power to punish is not essentially different from that of curing or 
educating 
(Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1977, 30329)  

 
This quote was presented as a thought-provoking introduction, with explication 

following, as Sam introduced Bentham’s Panopticon and its impact upon 

educational institutions, in relation to Foucault. Sam seemed less inclined to use 

Sartre as an insightful contextual reference. He chose quotes such as ‘Hell is - 

                                                
29 Foucault also says, ‘The prison is rather like a disciplined barracks, a strict school, a dark 
workshop, but not qualitatively different.’ (Foucault 1977, ed. Rabinow 1991, 216) 
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other people!’ (Sartre 1989, 45) from the play No Exit, in which the Sartrean 

conflicted Other appears, as a group of ‘sinners’ in hell realise that their 

punishment is to spend an eternity in each other’s company. This quote was 

reinterpreted by Jeremy Deller in his 2012 show Joy in People, at the Hayward 

Gallery. Deller had a stamp that embossed the statement, ‘Hell is other people’s 

money.’ Sam recorded this and other Sartre quotes such as ‘man is condemned 

to be free’ (Sartre1973, 34) via a programme that changes written text to speech.  

 
The voice is a robotic monotone that makes no distinction for grammar or 
punctuation. Sam said that he chose to input the quotes for this reason, and also 
because he wanted to divest them of emotional content. There are some interesting 
choices of quotes, including the conflicted intersubjectivity of ‘Hell is other people’ – 
which becomes like a dehumanised mantra…It will be very interesting to see what 
the students make of these! 
(M. Matthews, Diary 25.02.10) 

 
In the event the students used this text-to-voice programme mainly to have fun 

teasing each other – which is perhaps appropriate to the source of the quote. 

 

For my part I referred to the quotes Sam had selected as most accessible from 

those that I gave him to look at. In my ‘Experimental Photography’ part of the 

project, I began by looking at ‘Positive and Negative Power.’ This focus within the 

theme introduced the ethics of decision-making for students: they had to make a 

choice about what constituted positive and negative power. I think this exercise 

helped develop agency within the theme, although individual perspectives were 

conditioned by the points that others made in the group and by the sources they 

had been introduced to. Some students referred to positive and negative power 

in their own work, others used the initial ethical dialectical debate as a 

springboard to interrogate social issues in their work – as did Ana and Itan, 

whose work will be discussed in this chapter. This work on positive/negative 

power developed alongside considerations of positive and negative freedom, 

which were discussed with students in the interviews that are referred to in 

Chapter 6.  
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While I’m considering positive and negative power it would be as well to continue 
thinking about positive and negative freedom. (M. Matthews, Diary 18.03.10) 
 

The students were presented with quotes by Freire – describing the effects of 

negative power as oppression of the working classes.  

 
‘Work that is not free ceases to be a fulfilling pursuit and becomes an effective means 
of dehumanization.’   
(Freire The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1996, 12630) 
 

Quotes from Sartre also put forward the sense of negative power experienced 

through class struggle and the hidden curriculum – which drives subjects towards 

vocations fitting their social class. 

 
‘The job, as a position to be filled and a role to be played, defines a priori the future of 
an abstract but awaited man. Such and such a number of places for doctors, 
teachers, etc. in 1975 means for a whole category of adolescents at once a specific 
structuration of the field of their possibilities, of studies to be undertaken and at the 
same time a destiny. In fact it sometimes happens that a job awaits them even before 
their birth, as their social being. ‘  
(Sartre, Between Existentialism and Marxism, 2008, 237) 

 
We discussed in the group whether they thought things had changed since 1975, 

the consensus was that there had been some changes but that students from 

poor backgrounds were still more likely to be on vocational courses and have a 

reduced range of potential careers. 

 
The discussion was interesting, in that the quotes from Sartre looked at how many 
working class people are excluded from intellectual roles in society, and if they get 
through they find their peers from a similar background are excluded. We also talked 
about adolescents being channelled into particular roles. I asked them if this 
appeared to be the case for them today and Itan said it did. He mentioned about how 
he was excluded from many architectural courses because he didn’t have the right 
grades in English and Maths. 
(M. Matthews, Diary 18.12.09) 

 
They also looked at Foucault’s concept of power as Power/Knowledge, and 

power as a network of relations between people. This was particularly effective at 

the group work stage, when students were being encouraged to develop ideas 

                                                
30 Quotes are here listed with the titles of the publications, as presented to the students. 
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and make work together. However the Foucauldian sense of intersubjective 

power relations is still loaded with power imbalance. This interpretation began to 

emerge in students’ project work as visualisations of what it was like to have 

more power than others, to have power over others: themes of power dressing to 

project economic control, sovereignty as royalty, abuse of government and other 

forms of empowerment through subjection were worked through in creating art 

objects or design forms. Foucault said: 

 
Power is relations; power is not a thing, it is a relationship between two individuals, a 
relationship which is such that one can direct the behaviour of another or determine 
the behaviour of another.  
(Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 1997,135) 

 
Although Foucault theorises the negative effects of power through oppression 

and surveillance, he asserts that society cannot function without the transmission 

of power as knowledge.  

 
‘Knowledge and power are integrated with one another and there is no point in 
dreaming of a time when knowledge will cease to depend on power.’  
(Foucault, Power/Knowledge, 1980, 52) 

 
The initial work developed around a group discussion of the types of power that 

could be considered positive or negative, with a middle neutral category – which 

depended upon use or interpretation for its ethical position. These tables present 

the ideas that students in the group put forward. 
2010 
Positive Both Negative 
Knowledge How it’s used31 Could be used for bad 
Liberation   
Self-control Democracy Control of others 
Energy  Weapons 
Exchange Money/wealth Greed 
Speech Thoughts  
Being strong Physical strength Aggression 
Fairness Leadership Oppression 
Keeping society together  Brainwashing 
  Propaganda, false 

information, fake ideas 

                                                
31 My italics 
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In the 2010 chart it can be seen that students found a neutral type of power that 

could be drawn towards either positive or negative power, depending upon how it 

was used. They did not immediately think of an opposite in all cases, for example 

‘liberation’ is not countered by ‘oppression’, rather this appears opposed to 

‘fairness’ in relation to ‘leadership’ as the neutral ground. It is also interesting that 

‘knowledge’ is seen as positive, rather than as a neutral – and ‘how it’s used’ 

appears to explain all the other polarities from the neutral ground, perhaps this 

signifies that the students, like Foucault, saw knowledge as being at the root of 

how power is used. 

 
2011 
Positive  Neutral  (could be either) Negative 
Power used in a productive 
way 

Physical strength  Violence and bullying 

Guidance and balance Leadership Tyranny and oppression 
Communicative 
understanding 

Knowledge Bias against people, used 
to harm 

Benefits people and is 
supportive 

Love Obsession or destruction 

Used against criminals Surveillance Invades people’s lives 
Exchange, trade, used to                                                 
Support life 

Money Greed 
 

 
 
Students in 2011 found fewer areas of positive and negative power, they also 

located a positive, neutral and negative use of power for all areas. Knowledge, 

leadership, physical strength and money recurred. It is notable that ‘surveillance’ 

is seen to have a positive function in countering crime. This indicates an 

acceptance of ‘just’ forms of observing and censoring others, and it represents 

the students’ ethical deliberation. The students had identified safeguarding 

aspects of, ‘What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted’, (Foucault 

1980, 119). 

 

The introduction of power as potentially positive provided a critical difference to 

the main drive of Sam’s teaching – which was towards power as a negative and 

oppressive force. He showed the students Kubrick’s ‘A Clockwork Orange’ 
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(1971) and asked them to analyse excerpts from Orwell’s ‘Animal Farm’ (1945) – 

about an animal revolution in which the animals take charge of the farm. Kubrick 

and Orwell’s influence appeared in students’ work in 2010, and Kubrick was 

again influential for students in 2011 who were encouraged to question where 

power in society is located, and with whom 

 
We were made to watch this film ‘Clockwork Orange’ it was a film filled with hardcore 
violence and adrenaline rushed scenes. The reason why we watched this was to look 
at the concept of power: who has the power? How much power does this person 
have? What sort of power does this person have? After watching this we were asked 
to make quick observational drawings using different media e.g. pastel, pencil and 
ink. (Jan 2011) 
 

In my lessons, there were two main photographic group pieces that students 

worked on, before going into their individual choices within the theme of Power. 

Firstly Freire and Foucault quotes, which were confirmed by Sam as being most 

accessible, were projected on the students and on the outside of the college. 

The projector cast the quotes out into the room, and students took up body 

positions, individually or in pairs, which emphasised the meaning of the quotes 

to them (Fig. 43). Their body positions conveyed emotive interpretations of the 

texts. Outside the college, when it was already dark in the winter at 4pm, the 

projector cast the quotes on the college walls (Fig. 44). This had the effect of 

subverting the institutional architecture and courtyard space. 

 (Fig. 43) 
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                    (Fig. 44) 
 

In 2011, a wider range of quotes was introduced, aiming to avoid limited 

expectations of the students’ understanding. The students were asked to 

highlight three quotes that they could interpret in their photographic work. 

However when these quotes were discussed in the group, they did not 

communicate well to the students. One student highlighted all the quotes and 

then had nothing to say about them. I had to talk through each quote and provide 

interpretations for the whole group, which even then stirred little recognition. The 

implications of the quotes began to register more on a one-to-one basis, as 

students were encouraged to relate the texts to their own experiences, and to 

define the meanings of the texts for themselves. Cetine started to relate with the 

Foucauldian concept that power holds good because it ‘traverses and produces 

things’ (Foucault 1980,119) because it corresponded with her affection for the 

Ottoman Empire and its creation of a powerful era for Turkey. I did remind her of 

the rich-poor divide and colonialist exploitation, but this operation of power as 

desire for a fairytale lifestyle communicated to Cetine. 
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                      (Fig. 45 & 46) 

 
The work using projected quotes was influenced by Jenny Holzer’s projection of 

texts onto buildings. Holzer also addresses the power of the media, in the form of 

electronic billboards. Her work comments upon the influence such commercial 

social engineering has upon the subject, including statements such as ‘Protect 

me from what I want,’ and ‘The beginning of the war will be secret.’ In relation to 

Foucault, she critiques the motivations behind the social constructions that are 

permeating the subject, convincing them that they require certain products to 

attain the ideal self. In the projected and LED work she uses a powerful large 

scale visual intervention in media which can be used for their subliminal effect, 
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thereby releasing a critical separation from the Panoptic influence of the socially 

constructed subject. Sometimes a more intimate reflective thought will be 

projected across great distances – enlarging subjective micro-discourse to the 

scale of mass media. 

 

 
(Fig. 47 ) Jenny Holzer 2004 

 
 

The projection of quotes, and the students’ responses produced some visually 

striking results. Sam produced a book, bound and printed, of the students’ work 

for Power, so that they could have a copy and also so that he could take this 

book to job interviews in 2010. When I later received my copy of the book, I was 

surprised to find that Sam had included the projected quote photographs, citing 

the artistic influence as Leni Riefenstahl – who was Hitler’s propagandist 

photographer. Sam had been referring to Riefenstahl with the students; he had 

also referred to the reappropriation of Nazi aesthetics by the punk movement and 

gay activists. 
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(Fig. 48) Alexander Rodchenko 1925         (Fig.49) Leni Riefenstahl ‘Triumph of the Will’                     
                                                                        1935  (the will bound to the Reich) 

                                                                                                                        
 
(Fig. 50) Act Up ‘Silence = Death’ gay activists   (Fig. 51) Nazi symbol of homosexuality 
                                                                                

Removed due to copyright Removed due to copyright
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When I assessed the students’ photographic contextual references across the 

project, I found that they had made no critical response in their notes about the 

role Riefenstahl had played in creating a visually appealing image for the Nazis. I 

suggested that the students look at Alexander Rodchenko, a Russian 

Constructivist photographer who like Riefenstahl experimented with camera 

angles that emphasise power, there were also political connections in that he 

made his work in post-revolutionary Russia. Only one student took up this idea of 

parallel research, and he was the only student to make some comment about the  

intentions behind Riefenstahl’s visual propaganda. He had chosen to make 

artwork and a video about the machinations of government. 

 
By doing this video I wanted to illustrate the power of ‘Government’ and how this 
power affects our society. This short video of mine focuses on consume, obey, die: 
the main ideology of Capitalism and Communism, Holocaust and the coup of the 
dictators using the army… The juxtaposition I used in my video was when I overlayed 
the video of Hitler, which Leni Riefenstahl made, and the video I took from Youtube 
where David Cameron talks about his plans for the future if he gets elected as Prime 
Minister…The site this video would be shown would be in a public space where it 
would advertise for chess games that would take place in the West End. It will also 
be made inside an exhibition, where it will show the power of ‘Government’ and the 
history of dictators that caused the Holocaust for just an ideology. (Itan 2010) 
 

At the stage of my initial group exercises however, the students did not have 

such a developed sense of personal direction in the project, and the 

discussion of quotes was used to begin contextual analysis and 

interpretation. The second group exercise that I taught in photography also 

involved the use of the selected quotes from Foucault, Sartre and Freire. 

Students chose a word from the quotes, which was then enlarged and 

printed out. These words included ‘freedom’ ‘dehumanisation’ and 

‘determination.’ The printed words were then taken around the college and 

into the local area and photographed in contexts which emphasised their 

meaning for students. 
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                     (Fig. 52) 

 

                   (Fig. 53) 

This exercise became interesting in the way that students used their prior 

discussions of the quotes, in terms of positive and negative power to 

contextualise the meaning of the words. They invested these signifiers with 

intersubjective agreed connotations, and with their own contingent observations 

of the impact of these words in the local surroundings – an economically 

deprived area in which there is mass unemployment.  

In 2011 the second task was maintained and a third group photography task 

was introduced, with a similar focus on contextualisation of a signifier within 
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the students’ immediate experience. In my research I had been theorising 

the subject’s points of resistance to the hegemony; I gave a presentation on 

symbols of resistance used by protest groups, dating back to the suffragette 

movement, and including symbols such as the - raised fist which represented 

firstly the union movement and then the black panthers. Students then drew 

these symbols and took the drawings around the college to photograph.  

 
                 (Fig. 54) José and Theo 2011 – the resistance fist against anti-Nazi symbols 
 
In 2010 Sam worked in parallel on the Power project. He took the students 

through 23 introductory tasks that related to Power (Appendix 8) before the 

students made work according to their focus in the theme within their specialist 

areas of art and design. Some tasks were designed to prompt students to 

consider relationships they have with others as power dynamics: 

 
2) List five people who have power over you, 3) List three aspects of power that each 
has over you, 4) List five people you have power over, 5) List three aspects of power 
you have over these people.  
 

These tasks encouraged students to, sometimes ironically, order their 

relationships within hierarchies. Other tasks were meant to stir students’ 

imaginations and to critically empower them, such as:  
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18) Can you construct a functioning light that illustrates the concept of freedom?’ and 
22) Make a large paper aeroplane, paint on it a slogan which you think will 
revolutionise your life.’  

 
The students worked through the majority of these tasks, taught by Sam with 

great verve, but from the outside it appeared to be a creative production line – 

with multiple outcomes before they moved into their personal focus work. In this 

sense, Sam’s energy as a teacher communicated to the students and although 

power as a negative force took centre stage, it could be said that the drive of 

Power as a force for the production of Knowledge, and recognition by their 

teacher and others in the group, compelled students to produce this range of 

work – rather than them taking more proactive ownership. 

 

Power was taught in 2011 by another Course Leader, a temporary member of 

staff who was brought in to cover the post when the newly appointed teacher left 

the post after two weeks in September 2010. She adjusted the inherited the 

scheme of work and dipped into the artistic and theoretical influences as she saw 

fit. The 23 initial tasks were not included, though some source material was 

referenced – such as Bentham’s Panopticon and Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange. 

It appeared that students therefore gained a more expansive phase of 

development of their personal focus within the theme. Yet the range of their work, 

and their engagement with artistic and theoretical sources was more limited. 

Bentham was approached as a law-giver and philanthropist, and Foucault’s 

theory of him as the architect of social surveillance was not noted. 

 
I think Jeremy Bentham is part of our project because he enabled the public to have 
more power and say over how they are controlled and live. The power that Jeremy 
Bentham has is KNOWLEDGE not force. (Jan 2011) 

 
In both years, the students’ personal focuses within the theme diverged from the 

initial exercises and I think provide great insight into their interpretations of power 

through visual art and design. Rafi who features in Chapter 6 was in the 2010 

cohort of BTEC National Diploma students. He was specialising in architecture 

and his personal development for Power focused on ideas of claustrophobia. He 
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said the he was looking at fears which didn’t affect him, other than vertigo which 

he did experience, but referring back to his interview material this work presented 

the opposite to his ideal of freedom of space, enclosing the confined being in a 

structure which obscured their head – and obscured their consciousness.  

 

 
                                   (Fig. 55) 
 
Rafi placed this cardboard structure in different contexts, using Photoshop. I had 

taken the students to Canary Wharf, to photograph tower blocks and business 

people, and Rafi situated his card enclosure in this context, interrupting the vast 

glacial aesthetic of the banks there. In a sense he challenged the authority of the 

architectural structures, and their incessant windows of ‘power through 

transparency’ (Foucault 1980, 154) – creating the intervention of an opaque, 

irregular and vulnerable visual representation of fear. 

 

One student Sacha, focused on the uniform. She designed an outfit which made 

everyone seem equal on the outside – but the different linings of their clothing 

showed their social rank, so that their differences would be on the inside. Sacha 

considered the ethical implications of uniformity among people – although the 
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uniform signifies control of the subject, she thought that this homogeneity ‘for a 

whole country’ could also be interpreted as egalitarian: an argument which is 

often used for school uniform – in that it could level differences between the 

appearance of rich and poor students. However there is usually a clear difference 

between those who have several well-fitting outfits and those who don’t.  

 
I’m looking at uniform as trying to make everyone equal. To show different 
ranks the uniform is going to have different linings and different badges – so 
they are the same on the outside but different on the inside. This is positive but 
negative because people are all made to look the same. The idea is that the 
uniform is for people in a whole country, which is negative but also the idea is 
of aiming to make everyone equal. (Sacha 2010) 

 
In a Foucauldian sense the normative uniformity of the socially constructed 

subject is often marked out by clothing which associates them with a particular 

group. Rabinow defines Foucault’s theory of normalisation as, ‘a system of finely 

gradated and measurable intervals – in which individuals can be distributed 

around a norm. (Rabinow ed. 1991, 20) Sacha set out fine social gradations in 

her colourful jacket linings.  

 

The actions of governments and MPs also interested students. Jontel 

constructed a sculpture with multiple viewpoints, inspired by the Cubists and the 

Constructivists. This structure was actually made from the pieces of a ready-to-

assemble shed which another faculty had left outside the art department. Once 

made this artwork could not be reassembled as a shed. 

I did a brainstorm on who or what has power over me; from the brainstorm I realised 
that the government has the most power over me. I then made another quick brain 
storm on how I have power over the government. I started sketching different polling 
booths, as I was sketching I realised people can be influenced by others on their 
votes. So I started sketching more spaces and installations that kept this sense of 
privacy the idea of your vote being a secret. I then wanted this space to relate back to 
the government of my designs. (Jontel 2010) 

To relate ‘back to the government of [his] designs, he projected images of 

parliament in session onto this structure. He intended to show how MPs have 

different viewpoints and angles on the same issue. This visualisation of power in 

action corresponds with Foucault’s prismatic and spatialised sense of power 
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enacted through institutions and the architecture which embodies their 

governance of the subject, even in spaces which evoke privacy – such as a 

polling booth. 

 
There is an administration of knowledge, a politics of knowledge, relations of power 
which pass via knowledge and which, if one tries to transcribe them, lead one to 
consider forms of domination designated by such notions as field, region and 
territory.  
(Foucault 1980, 69) 
 

 
 

                (Fig. 56) Jontel 2010 
 
Itan was also drawn to the field of the power games of politicians; he created a 

built space for capitalists and Communists to play chess against each other 

which he called: ‘a space to play serious games.’ He was inspired by Ambrogia 

Lorenzetti’s painting ‘Allegory of Good and Bad Government.’ Lorenzetti’s work 

(1331-39) presents good government as an angelic figure, and bad government 

as a devil with horns. This duality of power linked with the initial work on 

positive/negative power, but Itan does not make this connection. He also linked 
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this work to Animal Farm, and to what is widely seen as the anti-Stalinist allegory 

of this novel. 

 
In my power project I  have chosen government for my theme. I  chose 
government because I wanted to show how government is control l ing 
money, people, environment and law/rules. First th ing I  did was to look 
at a paint ing by Ambrogia Lorenzett i  which is cal led “Al legory of Good 
and Bad Government”.  After looking at Lorenzett i ’s paint ing I  wanted to 
look at contemporary history of government in 20th century. I  started 
looking at the r ise of Communism in the Russian revolut ion and 
Capital ism around the world in the early 20th century. After looking at 
the Russian revolut ion, I  was shown a cartoon f i lm cal led ‘Animal 
Farm.’ This cartoon f i lm made in the 20th century shows the r ise and 
the fal l  of Soviet Union in Russia. ( I tan 2010) 
 

 

            (Fig. 57 Itan 2010) 
 

Orwell was against the enforced normalisation he observed in post-revolutionary 

Russia. Itan’s architectural structure placed Russian Constructivist inspired 

structures on the Communist side and Zaha Hadid influenced work on the 

capitalist side. There is a time-lapse between his references; also the anti-
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Stalinist factions of Communism, which Orwell had some sympathy for32, are not 

accounted for. Neither are the cultural differences between cold-war American 

capitalism and contemporary intercultural architecture. However Itan had 

attempted some contextual sophistication: he represented political binary 

opposites playing against each other through architectural space, in a game 

which no one appears to win. In reference to Foucauldian ‘truth games,’ they 

battle for the supremacy of their construction of the truth for society. 

 
Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is the types of 
discourse which it accepts and makes function as true.  
(Foucault 1980, 131) 

 
In 2011 there was some recurrence of focus areas in the theme, such as political 

power, power dressing, spatial interiors which suggest power, and work referring 

to the power of nature – from architectural volcanoes in 2010 to houses under 

hills and in trees in 2011. There were also more direct interpretations of extreme 

misuse of power – such as addiction and torture. Marina ‘tortured’ a chair (Fig. 

58) which was meant to be a chair that a torture victim was fastened to – meting 

out the punishment on the means of punishment.  

 

                                                

32 Orwell wrote to his publisher in 1946, requesting him to publish Trotsky's Life of Stalin, since  
‘Stalin, after all, did have Trotsky assassinated.’ [ pages 194-196, Volume IV, In Front of Your 
Nose, The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell – first published 1968] 
Trotsky was assassinated as he was writing about Stalin’s murder of Lenin.  
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                              (Fig. 58) 
 
An instance of a questioning and discursive research based piece in the 2011 

group emerged, which bore some relation to the initial group based discussion 

pieces. Ana, based in fashion, looked at power dressing as it emerges culturally. 

She is from a Muslim family who do not observe the tradition of concealment for 

women. Her personal focus for Power explored a challenging cultural 

problematic: She decided to clothe a man in a Hijab, and to video students – who 

were Muslim and otherwise, discussing their opinions about this gender-swap of 

clothing. She also conducted a survey among 17 students, asking their opinion of 

the recent outlawing of face covering in France (since 11.04.11) – banning the 

Niqab and the Burqa. This was her statement introducing her video of the 

students’ responses. 

 
Hi my name’s Ana and I’m doing this video because I want to know people’s points of 
views of  [about] clothing and its power. I’m interested in how Muslim men and 
women dress differently, and wonder how Muslim men and women would feel if men 
wore the hijab, niqab, or burqa. 
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France has just passed a law, banning the covering of the face in public. This makes 
the niqab and the burqa illegal in public. I want to know what people think about this 
law. I put together a questionnaire which I gave to my class mates, and the next day I 
videoed them telling me how they feel about those questions. 
 

She presented students with ethical dilemmas, which involved a breaching of 

cultural tradition, and gave them space to talk about their views. Her method of 

introducing the research questions to students in the form of a survey and then 

videoing the students the next day shows a well planned approach to eliciting 

more in depth responses from the students. She created a form of ‘Problem 

posing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis (Freire 1996, 67) – as 

discussed in Chapter 6. Her work also presents the qualities that Steinberg and 

Kincheloe describe in Students as Researchers (1998) 

 
Student researchers in our vision learn to act in informed, socially just, and 
communitarian ways.  
(Steinberg and Kinchloe1998, 3) 
 

Ana encouraged students to consider this law from their perspective of social 

justice. She found that 13 students thought the law wrong – for encouraging 

prejudice and being against the right to wear what one chooses. Two students 

agreed with the law, as a protection against terrorism and two were identified as, 

‘Don’t know, don’t care.’ There were a wide range of responses among Muslim 

and non-Muslim students. Muslim males found the clothing switch the most 

difficult to contemplate.  

 
Omar. Well to be honest with you, that question to me makes no sense because a 
man can’t really wear that, it’s not a man’s material, so (pause) It’s a woman’s 
material, a man can’t really wear that, you can’t change religion! 
 

But a Muslim female also defended the clothing rules for women saying: 
 

Cetine. In the Koran it says that men and women shouldn’t look like each other. They 
should be different, so we separated… The thing is, when it comes to power, I think 
that women have more power than men in any situation. If a woman wants to, then 
clothing is not something which stops her having power.  

 
At the other end of the spectrum were students who disagreed with the 

clothing rules for women, such as Marina who said: 
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Marina. I personally think that it would be equal to have the same rights for women as 
men, but it depends on the tradition. If women are put in the lower position then men 
think, if they’re not wearing it they think they’re on the higher level. So I think they 
should be equal. Women and men should wear it as well together. 

 
Ana’s video is an empowering and discursive piece that investigates issues 

relating to gender equality and freedom of faith. The student as researcher, 

included a diversity of opinions on a controversial issue, encouraging students to 

consider the reasons for their beliefs and the possibility of alternative choices.  

 
Emancipated students as researchers question their self-image, inherited dogmas, 
and comfortable ways of thinking. (Ibid. 5-6) 

 
The video taped interviews about gender-swap Muslim clothing, among Muslim 

and non-Muslim students produced particularly interesting qualitative data, as 

students with radical and traditional opinions discussed their views. 

 

 
  
              (Fig. 59) Ana 2011 
 
 
Another student, Donna became fascinated by the idea of ‘brainwashing’ as a 

type of social construction of the subject via surveillance and mind manipulation. 

Her concept was: 
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Donna. [My focus in the theme is] ‘Control Dreams’ – the signs and symbols of power 
which are not noticed. You live in a controlled order, you don’t even realise it 
anymore. You’re just being brainwashed in the head. The words and the effects of 
the words click in the brain. 
 
 

 
     
                       (Fig. 60) Donna ‘Control Dreams’ 2011 
 
She wanted to create work which projected a view of society through the eyes of 

the person being brainwashed and was influenced by surrealism. Her plan was to 

design ‘brainwash’ t-shirts to market and sell at a fashion party, which would 

launch her own company. In effect, the fashion buyer would still have to be 

swayed by the trend to buy the shirts. This work reminded me somewhat of ‘Mr. 

Brainwash’ the parodic graffiti artist – also known as Thierry Guetta, in the film 

Exit Through the Gift Shop’(2010). Guetta uses hype and the influence of Banksy 

to sell his own brand of graffiti/Pop Art pastiche. Donna and Guetta sought to 

manipulate the machine of media hype, but they also wanted to court the sphere 

of social control, for fame and financial reward, rather than to maintain a critical 

distance. 
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[Power is] a machine in which everyone is caught, those who exercise power just as 
much as those over whom it is exercised.  
(Foucault 1980, 156) 

 
 
When I asked the 2011 group what they had learned in doing the Power project 

there were of course a range of responses. Marina learned that ‘Power can be 

good and bad.’ Jan enlarged on this binary of power – the middle ground of 

neutrality according to use and interpretation had lost its significance for them, as 

the polarities created a greater impact.  

 
Jan. I have learned that power has two sides. I thought it was all about riches and 
leadership. I’ve learned that power can be in words. If you look at it President Obama 
he says, ‘Yes we can’; Martin Luther King said ‘I have a dream.’ They have a 
recognised face. The words that they say stick in our minds for all time. 

 
It was important to her that she had ‘learned that power can be in words’ – it is 

not just in rank and command or in possessions. Her sense of the power of 

language was perhaps assisted by the introduction of theorists’ quotes at the 

start of the project, but the power of words gathered momentum for her as it was 

associated with heroes of black liberation. It could be said that the philosophical 

quotes awakened reflective thinking about figures of power who she felt spoke up 

for her.  

 
Donna also referenced the power of words as an influence upon people, as the 

importance of her learning in the project, though in a more problematised sense 

of intersubjective formation of the subject through imposed values. 

 
Donna. The power of words upon young people is immense, because people as 
human nature look towards words as knowledge to guide them. This leads to people 
being able to be guided by others who are power hungry. So they’re like sheep being 
guided blindly by words they do not really understand, that have been misinterpreted 
– such as religious books – the bible. This causes the start of brainwashing. Social 
communities are a big part of brainwashing. When you’ve got a community that is 
very strong-minded, they can easily influence you. 

 
For Donna the sense of community is not positive collaborative interaction but a 

menacing absorption of the subject in cultural values which she is coerced into 

enacting. Referring to Heidegger’s theorisation of mitsein – or being-with in Being 
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and Time, being-with others is a sense of having ‘common concern’ (Heidegger 

1967, 159) but this community does not imply equality: it is also a condition of 

solicitude, in that the Other may have expectations and solicit responses from the 

subject which are highly compromising.  

 
In such solicitude the Other can become one who is dominated and dependent, even 
if this domination is a tacit one and remains hidden from him. This kind of solicitude, 
which leaps in and takes away 'care', is to a large extent determinative for Being with 
one another, and pertains for the most part to our concern with the ready-to-hand.  
(Heidegger 1967, 158-59) 
 

This condition of domination and dependency, without care, in being-with, is by 

no means always there in community settings – as the immanent ‘ready-to’ 

hand’ environment, but it may yet develop. Sartre perhaps saw the conflicted 

Other as the true relationship between subjects for this reason. 

 
In contrast to Marina and Jan, Serena referenced the multiplicity of power – 

rather than binary opposites, in relation to knowledge. Her perspective 

corresponds with a Foucauldian stance on the interrelation of power and 

knowledge.  

 
Serena. I have realised that power can come in many forms. I believe that having 
knowledge is much more powerful than being strong. Anyone can have power. 
 

Serena developed work which refers to the multiplicity of power, by creating a 

final piece that assembled the plethora of ideas in her sketchbook. In this sense it 

was freedom, the empowerment of free praxis – as theorised by Sartre and 

Freire, rather than a summative outcome. 
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(Fig. 61) Serena – sketchbook experimentation 2010, showing a link to the existential 
dilemmas of Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

 
The first time I heard we were doing a project, so many ideas sprung to my head. I 
enjoyed doing a project on power because it’s universal and so many things relate to 
it…I found that in my sketchbook I am much more free and loose with experimenting, 
and I had problems with projecting this on bigger pieces of work. I would count this 
as one of my newfound strengths. 
 

Foucault also perceived power as it was enacted in day-to-day relationships 

between subjects at all levels, rather than actually belonging to the few in society, 

this being a condition of belief which is maintained by normative hegemonic 

social structures. These ‘many forms’ of power are circulated by a multitude of 

discourses – verbal, visual, spatial, metaphysical and physical. 

 
What I mean is this…in any society, there are manifold relations of power which 
permeate, characterise and constitute the social body, and these relations of power 
cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the 
production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse. 
(Foucault 1980, 93) 
 

The circulating discourses of power/knowledge in the project we taught were not 

only instigated by teachers. What became noticeable with the 2011 group was 

that they felt they had learned particularly in the process of their own research, in 
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pursuing trains of thought which emerged as they paralleled their practice with 

ongoing individuated inquiry. In comparison to the 2010 group, who had worked 

through 23 introductory tasks which built an amazing breadth of contextual 

references, I had a sense that the 2011 group had forged their own learning 

pathways more. However some students stayed within a comfort zone of areas 

of power which were more immediate to their prior terms of reference, for 

example a student who had always been fascinated by cars fixated on black cars 

with black windows as desirable status symbols which signified anonymity and 

separation from ‘the rest of the world.’ He said,  

 
Jason. The only thing that I can say I have really learned is different perspectives on 
how people see cars and power. 

 
These different perspectives may have been found through Jason’s conversation 

with peers and his tutors – though he did not describe the different perspectives 

in his notes. Students, particularly the boys, were impressed by his drawings of 

cars, and construction of environments for models built from kits.  

 

 
                
               (Fig. 62) Jason ‘Car park’ 2011 
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The 2011 group perhaps had less appreciation of concepts of power as 

structured through a range of introductory tasks; but most had sought to 

compensate for such gaps in their breadth of source material by proactively 

pursuing and extending their knowledge of their chosen focus in the theme. 

This I find is an example of students using proactive methods to address the 

gaps in their learning, and it implies the necessity of leaving a thinking space for 

the students to fill – a conceptual bridge which they must build.  

 

In addition to Sartre’s concept of being-for-itself, as the ontological drive which 

empowers the subject to leap gaps in knowledge, I will also refer here to 

Rancière’s theory of ‘universal learning’ in which the subject is ‘a will served by 

intelligence’ (Rancière 1991, 52) as exemplified by the 19th century pedagogue 

Joseph Jacotot who gave Flemish students a bilingual reader and observed as 

they taught each other French: the subject is perceived as being driven to learn 

for themselves without teaching input. His theories have also been relevant to 

Sugata Mitra, who put a computer in a ‘Hole in the Wall’ for children who had little 

or no access to formal education, beginning in the slums of New Delhi in 1999. 

Mitra found that the children could learn to browse the internet for themselves, 

and could even teach themselves basic English, so that they could follow the 

internet instructions (Mitra 2007, 2010). The young people learned from each 

other, with more advances in learning being made in groups than by individuals. 

Mitra’s research inspired the film Slumdog Millionaire, about a self-taught 

prodigy. Richard Stamp has made this comparison between the work of Jacotot, 

as upheld by Rancière, and Mitra – in his article ‘Of Slumdogs and 

Schoolmasters’ (16/08/11). 

 
For Jacotot, all explication – even the most liberal and progressive – works to 
preserve the gap between the master’s knowledge and the student’s ignorance, 
thereby reproducing the very inequality it pretended to diminish: equality is 
indefinitely postponed through the superiority of the master’s science.  
(Stamp, 16/08/11)  
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It can be argued that to reduce this preserved gap between the teacher’s and 

student’s knowledge, the teacher needs to either honestly present their own 

gaps in knowledge, or to create this space for learning equality by leaving a gap 

in provision – or by teaching in areas which are new to them also. Yet I would 

concur with Hallward, who Stamp  references in critique of Rancière, that there 

are instances which are not suitable for self-directed learning. 

 
To what extent is it possible to avoid recourse to the economy of explanation in fields 
of knowledge that are less accessible, less “ready-to-hand” than those of natural 
languages – fields like quantum physics or neurology, for instance? 
(Hallward 2005: 41) 
 

Although Hallward praises Rancière as ‘a tireless advocate of equality’ (Ibid. 

41) he notes that this equality in education does not arise without pedagogical 

‘conditions of pertinence, encouragement, empowerment’ (Ibid. 40). In the 

context of this research, the students would not have accessed the contextual 

references that were discussed, either in theory or the artists and designers 

they were introduced to, without the teacher’s input. On a practical level, there 

are many processes which students could not be expected to learn without 

direction, such as casting processes: trial and error with such techniques can 

have dire consequences. 

 

To appraise the learning experiences that occurred in the process of teaching the 

Power project, in relation to our intentions of introducing philosophical concepts 

which could build empowering critical practices, I would say that quotes from the 

focus theorists and others were used productively to enable a discursive 

interaction with issues of power. In the first instance, the source material had an 

intellectual content which was suitably related to the experience of young people 

in education, and helped generate their ethical interpretations of the positives 

and negatives of power in society. The initial photographic group exercises I think 

liberated these art and design students, to some extent, from the distance of 

authoritative texts, and from their sense of alienation due to the majority lacking 

confidence in their literacy: they visually and physically embodied the words. 
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The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by 
ideas), the locus of a dissociated self  
(Foucault 1977b, ed. Rabinow 1991, 83) 
 

I would say that in physically interpreting the projected quotes the body in its 

kinetic immanence became the medium of ideas, and the signification of 

language. These exercises with philosophical texts did not appear to have a 

didactic or constraining effect upon the students, as feared by research 

participants who declined to use Sartre and Foucault quotes in their teaching. On 

the contrary, the interpretive use of quotes appeared to open a more discursive 

relationship with the contextual basis of their subsequent personal focus within 

the theme.  

 

It was noticeable in Power that the Level 3 students built a more critical, 

questioning response, and a greater awareness of different views and constructs 

of subjectivity. Although the Level 2 students working on I Can were not expected 

to engage at this level of theory, it would still be possible to use some quotes that 

would alert students to different perspectives on their subject matter. In analysing 

their I Can choices, I found that the socially constructed subject that did not 

challenge expectations occurred frequently. I would argue that a discursive 

approach employing quotes, from theorists – perhaps alongside recognised 

figures such as Martin Luther King, could liberate more challenging perspectives 

on the subject’s possibilities. 

 

There were inevitable differences in teaching styles, but within these differences 

there were balances of consideration which were more important, particularly in 

relation to my theoretical interests. The main areas of difference between the 

2010 and the 2011 group’s responses occurred in the volume of directed 

contextual tasks which were initially introduced to students in 2010, and the more 

spacious organic approach to teaching from the course leader in 2011. In 2010, 

the motivational impact of Sam’s teaching and the wide range of stimuli pushed 

students to reach beyond their immediate comfort zones to surpass the being-in-

itself of their past achievements.  
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Yet there was a downfall to this fast current of contextual expansiveness: the 

necessity of self-directed learning was given less space to generate – the 

students did not have a hiatus in which to teach themselves - in the mode of 

Rancière.  Sam did not appear to ‘step back’ in this project. Sartre’s sense of the 

subject seeking to fulfil the gaps in knowledge via being-for-itself was replaced by 

a rapid succession of sources. Therefore some problematic sources were not 

critically analysed by students – because they did not have time to do so. The 

motivations behind Leni Riefenstahl’s aesthetics were not sufficiently challenged.  

 

The 2011 group did make use of the greater space they had to investigate their 

personal focus within the theme of power. Some students located the gaps in 

their knowledge about the areas they were interested in, and their more 

autonomous pursuit of research brought them to contextual reflection which 

gathered a personal weight for them, as for example Ana’s video and survey 

research into Islam and women’s rights. I would not say however that the 2011 

group’s work towards personal focus was not well developed, each student had a 

body of well resolved work; but the impact of the 2010 group’s autonomous 

learning without the influence of their teacher was easier to identify.  

 

I would conclude that there is an important balance to be struck between 

providing a range of stimulating contextual influences, and giving students the 

time to explore and develop their reflective responses to these sources. Students 

can and do take their freedom and autonomy by filling gaps in their learning, but 

without the input of a teacher who has taken the time to research relevant 

sources, their inspiration may be drawn from immediate concerns without 

informed critical reflection. I will also note that the application of philosophical 

theory in discursive creative learning activities was a useful pedagogical tool for 

me as a practitioner, and I think this method of opening critical debate and 

extending contextual resources could be effective for others working in sixth-form 

education. 
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8   

Flights of Freedom   
 
In this concluding chapter I will draw together key aspects of my research and 

suggest further implications that have emerged. I discuss the focal issues in 

Sartrean and Foucauldian theory, as they relate to freedom and autonomy in 

education, exploring ideas for learning processes that relate to and extend from 

art and design. I then review the interview data from the three research groups: 

explaining key findings, ideas for developments in application of existential and 

post-structural theory to learning processes, and relationships between the data 

and the wider social context for education. I also reflect upon how the concepts 

of Sartre and Foucault have assisted my pedagogical practice, and describe 

transformations in my relationship with practice in the course of this research that 

I think may be relevant for other practitioners. 

 

My guiding intentions in this research have been to explore ways of using theory 

to assist in liberating students and practitioners from restrictions in the given 

socio-political situation of education in schools.  I chose to interview the three 

research groups to gather a range of responses from people who have different 

roles in education and different angles on issues of freedom and autonomy. My 

analysis of their various perspectives has involved questioning and locating the 

meaning for the subject of freedom, in conceptualising and creating art through 

pedagogical processes. I have also researched how agency in learning is 

constructed, as a key principle in determining how or whether the subject might 

work towards relative freedom and autonomy. 

 

Sartre and Foucault present theories which provide conceptual frameworks, 

ideas to test experiences by. It is this application of theoretical concepts in 

practice as a set of critical tools which interests me. As Deleuze says, ‘A theory is 

exactly like a box of tools… It must be useful, it must function.’ (Deleuze and 

Foucault 1972, ed. Lotringer 1996, 76) Both Sartre and Foucault theorise 
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methods for critical reflection to enable freedom in practice: Sartre identifies the 

existential reflexive subject as presence-to-self and free-will as possibilisation 

(Sartre 2003, 152) to transform the given situation. Foucault creates a post-

structural intellectual space of negotiated autonomy – envisioned in the subject 

developing a critical purchase on their ‘points of insertion, modes of functioning 

and system of dependencies’ (Foucault 1969, ed. Rabinow 1991, 118). Foucault 

views intellectual freedom – the freedom of thought as a means to ‘step away 

from this way of acting and reacting’ and to question the subject’s ‘meaning, its 

condition and its goals.’ (Foucault 1984c, ed. Rabinow 1991, 388)  

 

I have identified factors involved in restricting freedom and autonomy in art 

education, with a view towards the Sartrean possibilisation of current 

unrealisables. Examples of such factors that reverberate through the interview 

data are the narrowing of the art and design curriculum in schools, often resulting 

in limited exploration of art genres, and a blinkered mono-cultural approach to 

artistic and contextual sources used in teaching. The pressures of the 

assessment and audit culture in education are also prominent factors in molding 

learning processes and restricting freedom. In my theoretical analysis of these 

conditions I have found limitations in Sartre’s theorisation of institutional power 

networks, and the intersubjective discourses of social construction, which 

marginalise certain voices. I have therefore applied a comparative theoretical 

framework, reading my data through relevant concepts from Sartre and Foucault, 

and corresponding theories of radical and critical pedagogy.  

 

Sartre’s belief in possibilisation and emancipation through free-will has informed 

my critique of passive pedagogical practices, and has provided a line of 

resistance in my own teaching. When contextualised within pedagogy with the 

assistance of Freire, Sartre’s motivational ethos of freedom as praxis, ‘the 

dialectic of the development of living action in everyone’ (Sartre 2004, 106) can 

be deployed in challenging the passive subject or the conflicted Other ‘the 

alienation of my possibles’ (Sartre 2003, 293), who opposes reasoned measures 
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to increase artistic freedom for students and practitioners – for example those 

departments that restrict experimental art practices in education because they 

are considered ‘risky’; or political forces which cut funding for the arts and force 

them into the background – as has the Coalition government. The alternative to 

freedom as praxis to me appears to be that of self-denial, lapse of consciousness 

and buying into the given system without questioning.  

 

Existentialist theory recognises the conflicted Other rather than denying the 

oppositional forces to free-will. But this Other is also the means to the definition 

of self through difference. There are limitations to this in that humans also define 

themselves through similarity to others, as explored later by Sartre – in The 

Critique of Dialectical Reason, in which he theorises the formation of social 

groups. Sartre considers that subjects pool their resources together in times of 

scarcity in ‘the fused group’ (Sartre 2004, 345). This later politically motivated 

theory could be relevant for focus groups who are seeking to effect a greater and 

more socially responsible form of freedom in these times of scarcity in education. 

Networks of teachers who ‘fuse’ their shared interests in sustaining freedom of 

practice in education can find strength in numbers, through discussion groups, 

‘meet-ups’ and unionisation. 

 

Sartre considers the subject as ‘condemned to be free’ (Sartre 1973, 34) since, 

‘from the moment he [she] is thrown into this world he [she] is responsible for 

everything he [she] does’ (Ibid 34). A baby is not responsible for what they do, so 

this moment of being ‘hurled into the world’ could be a rhetorical position - 

locating the formation of self-aware subjectivity in responsibility, and in freedom. I 

have a sense that if one is to retain the positives of freedom and agency for the 

subject in this anguish of responsibility, then one might also retrieve the positive 

aspects of being-with others, as being in community with others. Sartre 

recognised the collective action for freedom after the individualistic phase of 

Being and Nothingness. 
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In thus willing freedom, we discover that it depends entirely upon the freedom of 
others and that the freedom of others depends on our own.  
(Sartre 1973, 51-52) 

 
This freedom in being-with can I think be achieved through supportive 

environments, collaborative learning experiences – such as those discussed in 

Chapter 7 for the Power project, and an enriched experience of culture through 

acceptance of, rather than conflict with, the diversity of others. Further questions 

arise for me about how more collaborative forms of learning and social 

engagement may be pursued – while acknowledging the tendency for the subject 

to want to strike out their identity as difference from the other. These questions 

could lead to further research in how being-with others can acknowledge and 

even protect the conflicted difference of the subject. 

 

One of the central realisations that emerge for me in this research is that if I am 

to consider free-will as possibilisation, as Sartre does, then this rendering of the 

possible is an ongoing process. I do not find immediate freedom in practice, in 

the contingent situation, I find freedom that is worked-for. As Freire also points 

out this rendering of possibility and ‘real consciousness’ is realised in the ‘testing 

action’ of ‘untested feasibility’ (Freire 1996, 94). 33  The subject who tests the 

‘limit-situation’ (Ibid. 94) or works with a ‘limit-attitude…at the frontiers’ (Foucault 

1984, ed. Rabinow 1991, 45) struggles for freedom and has to break the mould 

of social construction: a process which has to be weighed against the need for 

structure and security. This process involves taking some risks, which in my case 

as a practitioner at the Sixth Form College have been calculated against the 

successes I have been seen to achieve in the eyes of the institution.  

 

The concept of free-will can be used as a critical tool for self-definition, but as 

Sartre aimed to show, self-realisation is only ever partial. I have found productive 

                                                
33 Real consciousness implies the impossibility of perceiving the “untested feasibility” which 
lies beyond the limit-situations. But whereas the untested feasibility cannot be achieved at the 
level of “real (or present) consciousness”, it can be realised through the “testing action” which 
reveals its hitherto unperceived viability.’ 94 Freire The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1996,94 
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applications for Sartre’s view of the restlessness of freedom in relation to the 

subject’s shifting goals, in seeking to understand the changing realities of 

students, as they encounter new life experiences. The flux of subjectivity is a 

process of becoming, through the lack of being-for-itself which is in constant flight 

‘a present flight from a state of emptiness which the for-itself was’ (Sartre 2003, 

226). Sartre’s theory here can be used to explain the experiences of practitioners 

in art education, such as Sam and Julia – whose desired intentions transform in 

the process of achieving them. The concept of being-for-itself has also gathered 

personal meaning for me - as a flight towards new experiences, the realisation of 

alternative learning spaces and more vital connections between my creative and 

theoretical interests and my teaching practice, hence the title of this chapter: 

Flights of Freedom. 

 

I have considered the implications of Sartre’s ontology for education – exploring 

his modes of self which compose the subject, in an exchange between 

temporalised states. I have shown through my data and action research how this 

theory can be applied as a means of interpreting different modes of passivity, 

interaction and proactive agency in art education. I am still finding new 

applications in practice for the triad of being-in-itself, being-for-itself and being-

for-others, and for the reflexive consciousness of presence-to. I find the 

application of being-for-itself in pedagogical practice to be a dynamic intervention 

in passive learning processes, as it is the mode of present and future, of self-

expansion into lacked knowledge, freedom and creative realisation. Recognising 

how, when and where students activate the for-itself is an ongoing process for 

me.  

 

I think there could also be further exploration of the implications for being-in-itself 

as an ontological mode necessary for inclusiveness and well-being in learning, 

as it is the mode which represents what the subject already has and knows – 

their prior experience, achievements and cultural identifications. It is an 

ontological mode which is key for acknowledging the multi-cultural presence of 
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students and teachers and their sense of cultural self-possession, as it may also 

contribute to collective learning experiences. 

 

Sartre’s interacting facets of self rule out the self as a unified entity: the 

existential subject is decentred and formed in the appearance of the external for-

itself. The subject is a conduit of aims, desires and ambitions that change in the 

process of realising them. This theorisation of subjectivity is of particular 

relevance to the 16-19 age group, as they modify their expectations with new 

experiences that reveal previously uncharted facets of themselves. Sartre’s input 

to contemporary critical theory is I think underestimated, and there is more to be 

learned from existentialism in relation to creative pedagogical processes.  

 

Turning to Foucault, I have focused on his genealogical theory of the social 

constructions of power/knowledge – and the subject’s ‘points of insertion’ within 

these constructs, through discourses of acceptance or marginalisation. 

Foucault’s transhistorical perspective throws into relief the upheaval in legislation 

for education. Since 2010 the changes in policy from the ‘New Curriculum’ of 

2008 to the age of austerity ushered in by the coalition government, can be seen 

in the context of micro-epistemes of expansion and contraction. The constant 

subtext to these variations of policy appears to be the episteme of the 1944 

Education Act, and the ensuing social division that resulted from the tripartite 

system – now enacted through academic/vocational divisions. Educational policy 

is in constant flux, but is actually moving back to an imagined era of social 

stability and what was presented as a ‘logical’ division of the workforce. It 

appears from the mass protests of students and teachers that this vision is 

anything but stable: a wider section of society now know the difference between 

being given opportunities in further and higher education and being coerced into 

limited prospects. 

 

Foucault’s theories of the subject as being inserted into the system are critical to 

this research, in that he doesn’t just leave the subject as a cog in the machine. 
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The subject who can gain a critical distance from their social function in the 

hegemony can build strategic thinking for the ongoing negotiation of forms of 

autonomy and resistance. I have found this negotiated autonomy particularly 

useful in analysing research data which suggests that participants struggle with 

their ideals of resistance to the institution and contradictory impulses to succeed 

according to institutionalised criteria. At some points the subject is unaware of 

their collusion with the system, or even their enjoyment of working with its 

constraints – for example Sam’s enjoyment of meeting the assessment criteria, 

despite his rejection of the formal education system in theory. At these points the 

subject is not conscious of the forces of social influence that form the post-

structural socially constructed subject. 

 

Another area in which Foucault makes more impact than Sartre is in his theory of 

discourse and intersubjectivity, although Sartre ventures into this area through 

the interaction of being-for-itself and being-for-others. I have referred widely to 

Foucault’s concept of the socially constructed subject, which is formed through 

normative discourses. I have also discussed his ideas on ‘counter-memories’ 

(Foucault 1977) and micro-discourses – localised narratives, in relation to 

interview data from my student research participants, who refer to personal 

experiences that would be trivialised by a macroscopic perspective. Foucault’s 

genealogy which uncovers the discourses of ‘subjugated knowledges’ (Foucault 

1980, 83) resonates with Freire’s dialogical methods of education, and with 

critical pedagogy theorists such as bel hooks, Joe Kincheloe and Michael Apple, 

who refute the ‘handpicked’ elitist consultation practices that occur frequently in 

schools. 

 

In the context of my research, as I seek ways to return agency to the learning 

subject and to the practitioner, Foucault’s earlier theory of power/knowledge and 

regulatory discourses appears to dissolve the subject in social construction. 

However once this anti-humanist alternative, the social formation of a grafted 

subject, is pursued to its determinist conclusion – Foucault pulls back towards 
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forming a concept of agency through ancient Greek philosophy and the 

technologies of self. These aestheticised processes: care of the self, self 

knowledge and parrhesia – truthful freedom of speech can be compared to 

existential freedom through praxis and the reflexive subject as presence-to-self. 

Foucault actually said, ‘Liberty is a practice…”liberty” is what must be exercised.’ 

(Foucault and Rabinow 1982, ed. Lotringer 1996, 339). The technologies of self, 

like the existential subject’s actions to complete the self through realising being-

for-itself, are ongoing processes of reflection and self-transformation which 

question expectations of the subject and challenge tradition. 

 

Resistance in Practice 
 
I wanted to find out how Sartrean and Foucauldian philosophies could provide 

insight into the subject’s relationship with ideas of freedom and autonomy in art 

education for the 16-19 age group.  

 

Sam and Julia criticise the confined curriculum in schools as a restriction on 

freedom and autonomy. There is a narrow band of subjects, and they describe a 

‘mono-culture’ of limited exploration in art and design. Sam and Julia resist these 

restrictions by practicing interdisciplinary education and by trying to remove 

barriers between age groups and levels of education. They emphasise space, 

freedom of movement and empowerment.  

 

They aim to push students out of their passive comfort zones, to challenge them 

with ‘problem posing education’ (Freire 1996, 67). Their methods of doing so 

include priming the students with new opportunities, diverse source material and 

challenging discussion. In doing this they stimulate the mode of self that Sartre 

terms ‘being-for-itself’, which is the mode of exploration and discovery. They 

seek to open a space, to reveal the gap between what the students know already 

and their lacked knowledge, rather than to give them answers. This mode of 

practice correlates with Sartre’s belief that the student should make decisions for 
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themselves; there is a ‘transcendent being of lack’ (Sartre 2003, 219) in the 

realisation that the answers cannot be provided for them. Sartre’s theory in this 

sense corresponds with Rancière’s concept of educational freedom which ‘isn’t 

given it’s taken’ (Rancière 1991, 107) by students who can teach themselves if 

given access to resources, and with Sugata Mitra’s (2010) – theories developed 

from research with technology and peer-led learning in rural India. Young people 

can act upon their sense of lack – in a process which Deleuze terms ‘becoming’ 

(Deleuze 2004) which although it can never be entirely fulfilled stimulates the 

breathing of consciousness, the ranging of thought. This concept of learning as 

‘becoming’ implies that effective pedagogical processes are not confined to a 

polished ‘outcome’ but are situated in the momentum of keeping creative 

processes moving and reflecting upon developments. 

 

Sam’s sense of teaching and Julia’s facilitation of learning involve dialogical risk 

taking, ‘empowering young people to speak out about art’ as Julia says. These 

engagements in pedagogy can be provided with additional critical tools by the 

praxis of Freire and theories of Sartre, to develop the students’ reflexive 

presence-to-self in devising ideas or creating work in art and design. The 

encouragement of what Sartre terms ‘presence-to’ (Sartre 2003,144) the self and 

Other in Julia’s practice can I think help students build self-questioning and self-

strengthening relationship with art, acknowledging their prior and current sense 

of self as ‘co-present’ to the artwork.  

 

I find that discursive practices, such as the debate of philosophical ideas, help 

build learning environments as dialogical spaces that empower students’ voice in 

art work. As Julia uses theory in the The Gallery ‘to activate that space,’ I have 

used theory in projects for students such as I Can and Power, which are the 

focus of Chapter 7, to provide students with critical thinking tools that they take in 

their own direction in developing artwork. However these applications of theory in 

practice are rare in sixth-form education, and I will discuss my experiences of 

attempting to do so later in this chapter.   
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The interview data I think reveals that Sam and Julia are trying to maintain their 

ideals for pedagogy by challenging the normative hegemonic subject constructed 

by institutional values. Sam dissociates from the ‘educational type’, a stereotyped 

Foucauldian socially constructed subject. This ‘type’ can also be viewed as the 

Sartrean ‘conflicted Other’ which is Sam’s projected experience of the subject 

who will go along with institutional norms. Julia also stereotypes ‘teachers’ as 

buying into the ‘the passivised practice’ (Sartre 2004, 221) of formal education, 

and puts her activities as an educator on a different plane. These tensions of 

difference are named in the language that Julia uses to define her role – as 

providing ‘engagement’ rather than ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’. However teachers in 

formal education are subject to more stringent regulatory practices, via the 

government, Ofsted and the exam boards - which do not affect Julia.  

 

Sam looks to alternative pedagogies to liberate himself from the hegemony of 

formal education. He is interested in Rancière and Holt – who seek to remove the 

compulsory element from state education, and to raise equality between the 

teacher and the student. Sam and Julia’s values in education correspond with 

Freire’s dialogical model of building learning through questioning values, and 

widening access to a range of informative discourses – which in the case of art 

education are both verbal and visual. Their motivating ideals also can be given 

an extended philosophical basis in Sartre’s concept of free-will as freedom of 

speech: ‘the free project of the sentence’ (Sartre 2003, 540) Sam believes in 

absolute freedom of speech and Julia questions the limits on young people’s 

voices – which the institution would prefer to be risk-free. Comparable 

Foucauldian theory is found in the technology of self as parrhesia which is 

‘generally translated as frankness’ (Foucault 2005, 164) this is the practice of 

telling the truth to figures of authority, even though this might be at risk to the 

self. 

 

For teachers and students, the mystery of the self, what Rafi terms the ‘own 

zone’ of the subject is brought into public accountability. The students’ thought 
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processes are also accountable to the exam board – they have to be seen to 

follow through the correct processes of development rather than being freely 

spontaneous – as criticised by Sam and David. The x-ray surveillance of 

education which was a looming menace for Sam in 2009 was precipitated into 

almost obscene scrutiny by the 2012 Ofsted framework, and the introduction of 

no-notice inspections to replace the already brutal 48 hours notice.  

 

The practitioners form a meta-critique of the workings of the institution through 

theory, which enables them to spatialise their actions and distance their thinking 

processes. They build theoretical dynamics which question the imposed values 

of what Foucault terms the ‘society of normalisation.’ Sartre would see their 

engagement in thought as the agent asserting herself or himself ‘as free praxis’ 

(Sartre 2004, 808) challenging the practico-inert, or status quo of the institution. 

Yet tensions arise in the interview data, in that they are complicit with institutional 

requirements: as Sam honours the ‘ties’ of exam board requirements, and Julia 

provides a Youth Art programme which is judged successful by The Gallery. In a 

Foucauldian sense they attempt to negotiate autonomy and claim for themselves 

some of the positive aspects of power.  

 

If the practitioner tries to be outside the mainstream education system, they can 

find themselves becoming marginal to that system and can struggle to identify 

themselves as different to that system and ‘Other’, as Julia appears to do in 

assigning different terms to her pedagogical processes. Sam champions free-

universities in squats, and the de-regulated education proposed by Holt and 

Illich, but like other teachers I interviewed he has chosen the route of greater 

economic stability. So there is a trade-off contract, which Sartre identifies as ‘the 

swindle of capitalist exploitation’ (Sartre 2004, 110); this contract as a ‘free 

exchange’ (Ibid.110) then legally binds the teacher to a controlled use of their 

time. The practitioner may still seek to extricate freedom of thought and aspects 

of choice in teaching but this freedom is in constant tension with institutional 

requirements.  Equally the Foucauldian concept of navigating power networks to 
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accumulate knowledge and gain negotiated autonomy, could I think provide 

sustenance in such endeavours. What appears crucial for Julia and Sam, and I 

think also for myself as a practitioner, is to sustain questioning, challenge and 

dissent from within the institution, but also to use this critical thinking to create a 

leverage which reminds the subject that they are free to cease the contractual 

engagement and seek alternative working roles. 

 

Transhistorical Policy 

For my second research group of policy makers in art education and senior 

management figures, my central question focused on whether educational policy 

can be seen to encourage or negate autonomy and free-will, and how these 

observations of freedom and constraint might be read through the philosophy of 

Sartre and Foucault.  

In the post 2010 election upheaval, which is still ongoing, the long-term 

implementation that is required to embed educational policy changes is being 

resisted by senior management and teachers alike. In 2009 the senior 

management at my workplace told me that they were reluctant to respond to the 

‘New Curriculum’ of 2008, because they anticipated immanent changes. This 

reticence was seen by David in Chapter 5 as ‘woolly thinking’, ‘heads in the sand’ 

mentality. Since 2010 the influx of restrictive interventions in education and 

changes in policy are even more difficult for schools, colleges and universities to 

keep track of. In January 2012 I attended a meeting with the Principal at the Sixth 

Form College, about the new Ofsted framework; he said that even as we were 

being briefed about the recent changes, further changes were in motion which 

would outdate the new framework. In these shifting sands the management feel 

justified in resisting changes in policy – where possible. 

 

Foucault’s theory that ‘Power is relations,’ (Foucault 2007, 135) a concept 

focused on by the students in Chapter 7, is important here, in that the 
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relationships between policy makers and educators are not developed to the 

point where there is a productive interchange. If power is to be wielded from a 

distance, by the DfE as the coalition government intends in shelving LEA 

responsibility for the burgeoning number of academies, it is very likely that there 

will be even greater shortfalls in communication. The academies do not run in 

correspondence with union guidelines: they can extend the school day, cut 

holidays and pay as they see fit. Academies do not need to have sponsors with a 

background in education: football teams, a duke, banks, electrical retailers and 

the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority are among those who are cashing in on 

managing the real estate and acquiring the kudos of controlling these 

‘independent’ schools – without having to make a financial contribution to running 

the academy since May 2010. Academies are therefore a haven for ‘banking 

education’ – of learning by deposit (Freire 1996, 62) rather than ‘problem posing 

education’ (Freire 1996, 67) that develops an ethos of reflective, dialogical 

learning and teaching. 

 

Sartre’s sense of the practico-inert as ‘the petrification of freedom’ (Sartre 2004, 

237) which appears in the institution that has ceased to respond to the needs of 

subjects working for it, can perhaps be informative in understanding the impasse 

between the needs of parents, students and teachers, and the imposed targets 

set nationally by the government and by organisations such as Ofsted. Relations 

between policy makers and educators are static and policy itself is in a molten 

state. 

  

I found it interesting that the policy makers I interviewed in 2009 wanted to 

change the way that schools and colleges perceive Ofsted, portraying the 

inspectors as facilitating comparisons between different institutions, and sharing 

information about standards in teaching and learning. To draw upon Foucauldian 

power theory, they wanted Ofsted to be seen as a positive network for power, 

rather than an oppressive instrument of terror. This sense of positive guidance 
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contradicts the experiences of teachers and senior management, as they are 

caught in the pressure of an impending inspection.  

 

Since the Ofsted framework changed in January 2012, perhaps the policy 

makers I interviewed would be less appreciative of the inspectors. The 

contradictions of no-notice and long-term judgement emphasise the imbalanced 

clinical remit of Ofsted. I was also struck by this contradiction in actions and 

expectations at our briefing for the changes by an inspector: we were advised not 

to talk for more than 25 minutes without the students being involved in 

contributing to the lesson – but the inspector talked at us for two hours with very 

little input from those present. This is an oppressive power situation, rather than 

a Foucauldian sense of power as a productive exchange of knowledge. 

 

I would question whether the changes in policy, the stringent inspection 

guidelines and the narrowing of the curriculum are measures that are in fact 

increasingly aimed at driving resisting forces and minority voices out of the 

education profession, reinforcing the exclusion of non-western artforms and of 

craft and design. These tendencies are being encouraged by measures which 

restrict the development of a broad art and design curriculum. David’s intentions 

in planning the 2008 curriculum could be seen as corresponding with Foucault’s 

transhistorical perspective an ‘archaeology of knowledge’ (Foucault 1977, 152). 

The increasing drive towards learning as a commodity, to compete in a global 

skills market, fetishises the division and early specialisation of learning and 

suppresses free-ranging comparative practice. 

 

The concept of plurality in interpretations of freedom is important for Sartre who 

describes history as ‘that swarm of individual destinies’ (Sartre 2004, 79) and 

Foucault who studied the history of systems of thought such as ‘the concept of 

liberty or of the ascetic life; as they stand for the emergence of different 

interpretations’ (Foucault, ed. Rabinow 1991, 86) This plurality of interpretation 

emerges as a strong consideration in relation to my research data. Despite their 
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different associations with freedom, focus participants across the three groups 

have experienced the school curriculum as being too narrow. The field of vision 

becomes even further constrained in the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) 

introduced by Michael Gove in 2010. The hard cube of ‘the British ego’ is being 

repressed with the intention of forming a stronghold, like so many building bricks 

of the institution – rather than enabling the exploratory, creative, sometimes 

ephemeral or intangible freedoms of the arts. I hope that the arts continue to be 

what Louisa Buck terms Moving Targets (Buck 2007). 

 

The EBacc privileges five traditional academic subjects, to the detriment of 

creative subjects such as art and design. Schools now have a disincentive to 

provide art courses, and it is likely that students who choose further study in the 

arts will arrive on sixth-form courses with an even more closed ‘being-in-itself’ 

mode of approaching work: they will not have had the expansive experiences 

that nurture the existential drives of being-for-itself, or encourage the risks of the 

unknown. In a Foucauldian sense, the ‘society of normalisation’ (Foucault 

1980,107) is being enforced with a Spartan approach – that actually cuts out the 

diversity required for individualised learning, or ‘developing the individual’ as 

David and Ron put it 

In addition the ‘free schools’ sanctioned by the coalition bear no resemblance to 

the free schools of the 1970’s, which were organised outside the formal 

education system. The encouragement of schools opened to foster limited world 

views, such as creationism, is a far cry from the free schools beloved of Holt and 

Illich which invited students to attend when they chose to and to participate in an 

exploratory model of education based on the idea that ‘We have all learned most 

of what we know outside schools.’ (Illich 1975, 35) 

The restrictions on the arts under the Coalition government raise further 

questions about the social engineering involved in constructing the curriculum 

and the learning subject. The hidden curriculum, as theorised by Holt (1977) and 

Apple (1995) is more than traceable, seeking to provide willing workers as 
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building blocks of academic and technical knowledge, corresponding with 

Freire’s concept of ‘banking education.’ Sartre theorised education as the 

formation of the ‘awaited man [or woman]’ and Foucault also said in his later 

phase which was concerned with techniques for enabling the subject’s greater 

agency, 

 

One of the principle functions of teaching was that the formation of the 
individual be accompanied by the determination of his [or her] place in society. 
Today we ought to conceive of it in such a way that it would permit the 
individual to modify himself [herself] according to his own will, which is 
possible only on the condition that teaching be a “permanently open” 
possibility. 
(Foucault 1980 b, ed. Lotringer 1996, 309) 

 

Although Foucault is talking historically of this principle formative function of 

education, the political and economic devices which close down possibilities are 

currently being reactivated. The costs of going to university have escalated from 

the abolition of grants in 1999 to the current rate introduced in 2010 of up to 

£9,000 per year: the rate taken up by most universities to offset cuts in funding 

for higher education. Learning as a “permanently open” possibility’ looks less 

viable considering the length of time required to pay back debts. If we are to take 

Foucault’s genealogical perspective, to explore the layers of contraction and 

expansion in policy we are again in a layer of contraction, a micro-episteme of 

austerity which follows a brief window into expansive thinking and the broader 

2008 curriculum. 

 

The policy makers I interviewed distanced themselves from ethical 

considerations of their own impact upon the subjectivity of students, and of 

teachers. In contrast the teachers and practitioners communicated their concerns 

about how they might confine and alter the subjectivity of young people in their 

teaching methods. The policy makers accepted education’s formative effect upon 

the subject, and even welcomed it in the form of ‘developing the individual’: they 
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turned their attentions to how the subject might best be formed as Ron says, 

‘preparing the brain’ for a future in which the only certainty is change. 

It appears that the policy makers, like the practitioners had ideals of mitsein 

being ‘in-community with’ (Sartre 2003, 43) the Other, but in practice they had a 

conflicted Other relationship with perceived groups as with Sam’s ‘education 

types’, who appear to cut-across their ideas of freedom. David talked about 

successful ‘good policy’ collaboration between organisations involved in policy 

until the election of the coalition in 2010, and identified ‘bad’ policy as formed 

without consultation. David’s view of good/ bad policy provides an interesting 

comparison with the students’ responses to good/bad Power in Chapter 7, and 

with Foucault’s view of power as ‘a productive network’ (Foucault 1980, 119) of 

interpersonal relations in its positive embodiment, and as an empty tower of 

surveillance in its panoptic negative sense.  

 

Sartre’s ontology differentiates the subject through otherness; David’s conflicted 

Other was identified as schools’ senior management, who he saw as the 

hindrance to increased freedom in art education and to productive collaboration 

between policy makers and educators. Ron had the mitsein (being-with) ideal of 

a ‘common culture’ through shared understanding of citizenship issues, however 

his experience of the Other in education dwelled upon the conflicting interests of 

management hierarchies as ‘chains of command, lines of authority’ and the self-

interest of politicians. These foils to David’s and Ron’s ideals in education appear 

as the ‘alienation of [their] possibles’ (Sartre 2003, 293) – they are confounding 

factors which separate their vision for education from their experiences. 

 

Regarding definitions of ‘freedom’ and ‘autonomy’ I will reaffirm that these terms 

need to acquire a personal significance in order to be attributed meaning by the 

subject. Here I will link to Foucault’s caution about ‘the empty dream of freedom’ 

(Foucault, ed. Lotringer 2007, 114) for the normative citizen in a society of 

normalisation, and to Zizek’s description of the ‘empty signifier’ (Zizek 2006, 178) 

which can be lent to any intention. David in Chapter 5 mainly ignored the term 
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‘freedom’, preferring to focus on ‘creativity.’ Ron shied away from freedom as a 

signifier of dissipated learning and the possibility of chaos in education. Sam 

discarded the term autonomy, choosing ‘independence’ instead and Julia 

preferred ‘empowerment.’ The signifiers ‘freedom’ and ‘autonomy’ have been 

used by those with a view towards free-market capitalism, as for example in 

Gove’s 2010 White Paper ‘The importance of teaching.’  

 

Yet should these signifiers be relinquished to such manoeuvres? I think not. 

Their significance is found in the struggle against the vapid commercialisation of 

education. In my use of the terms I have qualified their meaning, as I interpret 

them in my readings of Sartre and Foucault – but also as they have significance 

for me:  freedom I have defined in correspondence with Sartre’s approach to a 

future of possibilisation, in playful and imaginative visualisation in thought and 

artwork - but I also locate actions for freedom in pedagogy as they compel an 

association with responsibility in realising intentions that impact upon the self and 

others. My interpretation of Foucault’s theory of the subject’s gathering agency in 

the navigation of power ‘as it traverses and produces things’ (Foucault 1980, 

119)  – which I have termed negotiated autonomy, accounts for the subject’s 

need to meet the requirements of their role within the learning environment, 

though they maintain a level of resistance in their critical thinking and practice. I 

will claim these terms as significant for pedagogy, and for the subject – as they 

build awareness of self and others. 

 

Theory of socially constructed subjectivity, and the multiplicity of these post-

structural constructs can I think be instrumental in understanding the 

contradictions that appear in the participants’ interview data. For example David 

values broad interdisciplinary learning, that enables ideas to ‘incubate,’ and risks 

to be taken –  a value which appears to contradict his interest in ‘disciplined 

innovation’,  Gardner’s ‘exceptional creators’ and Csikszentmihalyi’s belief that 

only the mature adult who has learned all there is to know about their field can be 

creative.  
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I have identified these altering voices as the participants’ responses to contextual 

environment, and to the different roles that are required of them. Here it could be 

argued that post-structural theory is more useful than existentialist theory, in 

presenting the multiplicity of subjectivity rather than the vision of the agent as 

decision maker. However, existentialism does account for the subject reacting in 

the contingency of the situation: that which might be or might not. Also Sartre 

theorises the subject’s occlusion of aspects of themselves – the concealment of 

one facet of self from another as bad faith, which is opposed to good faith that 

attempts to resolve these contradictions, in gathering the self-awareness of 

presence-to-self. 

 

These questions of authenticity, truth to self and multiplicity as a response to 

context can also be examined in relation to Foucauldian theorisation of ‘truth-

games’ within institutions. Figures of power in policy and in senior management 

may operate ‘truth games’ as ‘a ritual of institutional authority which becomes a 

set of rules by which truth is produced.’ (Foucault, ed. Rabinow 1997, 297) 

Figures of power choose to reveal designated knowledge to some and to 

withhold it from others. Their authority can also enable them to state 

contradictory intentions or ideas, with equal authority – therefore truth is 

constructed in authority.  

 

David’s contemplations of creativity present the questions of scale that become 

apparent in this research. He talks about the impact of the arts on GDP to draw 

attention to the large-scale economic impact of the creative industries; but he is 

also interested in the point at which teachers restrict free creativity by preventing 

expressive creativity that merges with behaviour they find unacceptable in art 

lessons. When does the creative act, as it might be a free act, become 

significant? Is it significant primarily when it makes an impact on society, or when 

it impacts upon the experience of the individual? The differences in opinion 

between Foucault and Chomsky can be called upon in this debate, as Foucault 

presents creativity as innovation and Chomsky talks about creativity as ‘a normal 
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human act that any child demonstrates’ (Chomsky and Foucault 2006, 19). Here 

I would say that if a creative act is liberating and/or significant for the individual, it 

is still significant. And we may seek evidence for this in other areas of Foucault’s 

theory which celebrate counter-memories and marginalised micro-discourses, 

such as those presented by the focus students in Chapter 6.  

 
My comparisons between the responses of policy makers and practitioners 

provided a salient contrast when explored through Foucault’s interpretation of the 

ancient Greeks’ ‘technology of self.’ These practices which enable agency: care 

of the self, self-knowledge, and risk-taking freedom of speech – parrhesia were 

less in evidence in the educational values of the policy makers, and in their 

presentations of themselves. In contrast the practitioners were far more 

questioning of themselves and their pedagogical practices: their reflexive 

technologies of self were evident in their processes of self-mastery through a 

critical pursuit of knowledge and in their strategies to improve interactions with 

learners. The struggles of agency and complicity were more present in their 

critiques of the systems they worked in. Yet one could argue that they were more 

likely to be frank about themselves with me than the policy makers, who were 

clearly maintaining a distance between their private and public selves when 

being interviewed. 
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For the Students 
 
As a teacher in a sixth-form college I wanted to find out how students aged 16-19 

responded to consultation on issues of creative freedom and autonomy, and to 

explore how philosophy might explain and assist their journies towards greater 

agency and freedom. I also knew that there were limited forms of consultation in 

place for students, and my guiding question for this research group was 

concerned with investigating methods of consultation which could encourage 

their reflective and proactive input to art and design education. 

 

I have found that students are not asked to comment on the efficacy of 

institutional structures and processes – but rather on  teaching – as it might be 

deemed to show ‘progress’ or to capture interest sufficiently to raise numbers 

and therefore income per capita. Learners are increasingly seen as consumers: if 

the courses offered do not attract a sufficient intake they are cut; the modern 

languages department at the Sixth Form College was axed for this reason in 

2009. Marketing courses as desirable units of learning has become crucial to 

their survival and students are seen as units of capital. This process can be 

viewed in extension to Freire’s concept of ‘banking education’ – in which 

knowledge is deposited in the learner in exchange for their choice of institution. 

 

Yet students’ opinions count for little when A Level assessment is restructured, or 

when BTEC courses are overhauled: it is the tracking of ‘progress’ and 

measurement of achievement which are paramount. One might ask what voice or 

choice students aged 16-19 had in the cut of Educational Maintenance 

Allowance, or in the rising of their university fees? A large number of them 

protested, but they were not listened to by those pushing through the legislation. 

Young people’s voices continue to be welcomed where they are seen as 

beneficial to the governing structures for ‘the machine in which everyone is 

caught’ (Foucault 1980, 156); but their voices are still ignored and trivialised 

when they do not. The marginalised Foucauldian ‘counter-memories’ and 
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Sartrean freedom of speech are still corralled into areas where they are useful for 

institutions. 

 

It is indicative of a misguided approach to consultation that talking to students, in 

a qualitative one-to-one or focus group situation is considered a waste of a 

teacher’s time, as bought by the institution. But Ofsted guidelines tell us we must 

be aware that they will consult students in our lessons. A Foucauldian reading of 

these processes can illuminate the inner workings of power/knowledge which 

effect ‘the gradual imposition of a whole system of values’ (Foucault 1980, 20). 

This construction of what should be restricts discourses that challenge the 

normative structure, such as the complexities of voices that pose difficult 

questions. 

 

In this research the scale of freedom discussed by students became located in 

the Foucauldian micro-discourses of the individual in relation to their immediate 

experiences, and to their intersubjective experiences of their peer groups. 

However the tensions emerging for Rafi and Arlette do reveal the endemic 

divisions between academic and vocational students. It was clear that BTEC 

student Rafi had a much greater sense of dehumanisation at secondary school 

‘like we’re robots on a production line’, than AS Fine Art student Arlette or other A 

Level students interviewed. His sense of school is close to the panopticism 

explored by Foucault, with its roots in the penal system and in providing willing 

workers. Sam in Chapter 4 also raised what was for him a rhetorical question 

about whether the origins of state education were in providing factory workers. 

David in Chapter 5 discusses schools’ obsession with moving students through 

the levels of education, which they divide into sub-levels as compartmentalised 

units of ‘progress.’ David views these processes as instilling what may be 

understood through Sartrean terms as a passive acceptance of the given – as 

the subject seeks to fill the role of ‘the awaited man [or woman]’ (Sartre 2008, 

237). I think it is important to recognise how endemic this academic/ vocational 

divide is in sixth-form education, even prior to the effects of the Coalition’s 
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endeavours to further stigmatise vocational courses and push A Levels into a 

format agreeable to Russell group universities. 

 

Rafi recognises that he has been subjected to control methods that have made 

the process of learning ‘gradually’ how to be independent more difficult. As such 

he is aware of the Foucauldian concept which I think is vital to understanding and 

gaining release from such situations: the critique of the subject’s ‘points of 

insertion’ within institutional structures. The subject may be caught in the 

machine (ref. Foucault 1980, 156) but this is not without resistance. Some resist 

by tricking or navigating the machine to become a ‘man [or woman] who 

understands the machine’ (Dewey 1981, 339-40) thereby escaping its 

determinism. Rafi’s reflexive consciousness is heightened by his awareness of 

his need to achieve parity with ‘stuck up’ A Level students. Sartre saw this critical 

consciousness as the makings of the subject’s freedom; Foucault also found the 

micro-discourses of ‘daily struggles at grass roots level’ (Foucault 1980, 116) to 

be the basis of empowered consciousness. Rafi’s bid for equality presents an 

emotive resistance in relation to his acute personal experience.  

 

Rafi’s identification of his ‘dimensions of self’ presents a reflexive subjectivity 

which contradicts stereotypes of BTEC students as being non-reflective and 

‘practical’. He demonstrates that he is defining his identity through questioning 

processes, to the extent that his responses can contemporise Sartrean 

‘presence-to-self’ – as the formation of consciousness in self-awareness. His 

recognition of ‘playing the game’ also exemplifies the Foucauldian sense of 

empowerment through identifying the subject’s ‘points of insertion.’  I would 

therefore contend that post-structural theories of social construction of the 

subject, in tension with existential urges to gain freedom and agency are 

motivating factors in these philosophies which are not only relevant to the 

younger generation, but also in practice in the thought processes of some. 
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My questions regarding the methods of consultation that are used for the 16-19 

age group, particularly in formal education have taken me through the 

generalisation of surveys towards localised methods that give time for the layers 

of prohibition that silence critical voices to be lifted. I have observed that students 

who are selected to represent their peers are ‘handpicked’, to use the Principal’s 

term, by management and by teachers. Therefore the voices of those who are 

not confident with English, are considered ‘trouble makers’, students with 

learning difficulties and those with low self-esteem – are intentionally excluded. 

This results in a ‘culture of silence’ (Freire 1996, 17) for those who don’t meet the 

institution’s selection criteria. The selective minimisation of time for student voice 

occurs particularly in formal education, but Julia in the non-formal sector also 

talks about the ‘sanitisation’ of young people’s voices by The Gallery’s front of 

house marketing team – who want a particular image to be put across to the 

public. 

 

Maintaining freedom of thought, and free speech or the freedom of the written 

word is action. Sartre said ‘words are action’ and ‘to reveal is to change’ (Sartre 

2010, 14) contemporary art practice and pedagogical practices in art can I think 

also reveal aspects of society which are hidden, through expressing tensions and 

difference in the artist’s ways of seeing (Berger 1972) society, and in doing so 

such artwork invites change. The practitioner who relates with the Foucauldian 

free-speaking parrhesiaste is taking action as ‘the free hand’ (Foucault 2005, 

242) in selecting ideas and expressing freedom of thought. This action can cease 

to be understood as such in what are considered ‘democratic’ societies. But 

students such as those with learning difficulties, and ESOL requirements – like 

the students in the focus group in Chapter 6 are still silenced and marginalised 

by institutional elitism and the pursuit of ‘excellence’.  

 

To contradict the stifling of marginalised voices, I think that Foucault’s genealogy 

of knowledge, and comparative research of layers of historical cultural formation, 

bring to light suppressed experiences of cultural difference. For example without 
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a ‘diagnostic’ approach which ‘determines difference’ (Foucault  1972, ed. 

Lotringer 1996, 95) the opinions of the BTEC Level 2 focus group students, and 

their struggle to pass the ‘little gate’ of the English literacy barrier, would not have 

been given the time to form a voice. In conventional consultation methods they 

would be considered a ‘sub-layer’ to the more literate students. 

 

This release of ‘counter-memories’ of ‘disqualified knowledges… those buried 

subjugated knowledges’ (Foucault 1980, 83) is also a guiding objective for critical 

pedagogy theorists such as bel hooks, Michael Apple, Joe Kincheloe and Henri 

Giroux – who have taken inspiration from Freire. These theorists aim to re-

condition educators towards practices that encourage all students to participate 

in a reflective learning culture. Theory engaged with practice provides an 

alternative critical structure in the mode of Freire’s ‘problem posing education’ 

(Freire 1996, 67) – which uncovers tensions of identity, self-definition, cultural 

formation and the existential thirst for freedom. Providing a receptive learning 

space for previously excluded voices, and voices as they are expressed visually 

in art and design, I think reveals the contingency of the given situation. It 

becomes apparent to the student who can give voice to their experience that the 

domination of the institution via the teacher does not have to happen. And again, 

I think Sartre is important here for contemporary pedagogical practices that aim 

to challenge the determinacy of the given situation – with its imbalances of 

prejudice and inequality.  

 

Such practices include acknowledging cultural differences and the diverse voices 

that students from minority groups can contribute (bel hooks). They include 

positioning the students in a role of greater equality by conferring upon them the 

status of researchers among their peers (Kinchloe) building student autonomy 

through pedagogical practices of equality. In some cases students can take this 

status of their own accord, with a ‘will to intelligence’ (Rancière 1991, 52) that 

can be read through Rancière as well as through Sartre – as Ana did in the 

Power project featured in Chapter 7, researching the opinions of her peers. In 
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cases such as Ana’s the teacher can support and validate the student’s ideas, 

assist them with methods of documentation and with concepts of artwork as 

freedom of speech. 

 

The students Rafi and Arlette seek freedom through access to ideas and 

resources, through the possibility of venturing into new learning experiences – 

such as on visits to art galleries. Rafi seeks spatial liberation, reaching for 

unconventional interpretations of ideas in artwork: Sartre’s being-for-itself is 

again a useful theoretical discourse in understanding the expansive actions of 

the ‘spatialising being’ (Sartre 2003, 508) which seeks to break the mould of the 

socially constructed subject. Yet this sense of freedom is conditioned by their 

acknowledgement of responsibility: they think that some restraints must be put 

on free-will to focus learning and safeguard students.  

 

Sartre’s sense of the subject’s being-for-itself – the projected aims and wants for 

the self, as it seeks to complete and fulfill being-in-itself, have informed my 

understanding of how the students sought lacked experiences in the external 

world, and how they sought to build their knowledge of the world and their 

communication with others. This mode of self which I have located as a driving 

force in understanding the subject’s motivation for learning is theorised by Sartre, 

as operating in relation to and inseparable from being-for-others.  

 

Rafi and Arlette, like other students I interviewed, think that students should learn 

to take responsibility for their increasing independence: ‘You have to do it for 

yourself’ says Rafi. The subject with free-will is able to take risks and make 

mistakes. Sartre, Rancière and the critical pedagogy theorists work upon the 

assumption that everyone is capable of freedom/responsibility: ‘I am absolutely 

free and absolutely responsible for my situation’ (Sartre 2003, 530) – a claim 

which corresponds with hooks’ statement that ‘everyone in the classroom is able 

to act responsibly’ (hooks 1992, 152). To encourage this increased autonomy 

through responsibility practitioners can introduce activities that require an 
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assumption of responsibility – as Julia does in creating a forum for young people 

to organise art events. This learning about the freedom the subject has through 

responsibility can be scaffolded for young people with different learning needs. 

 

For the student research group, processes of self-mastery through learning were 

particularly evident. The concepts of care of the self, self-knowledge and 

parrhesia – daring to risk truthful freedom of speech, correspond closely with the 

students’ interview responses.  Rafi and Arlette acknowledged the forming of self 

through learning processes, and particularly Rafi noted his own choices in this 

formation of an aestheticised self through learning in art and design which he 

sees as ‘a journey to make myself better’ – which includes holding his own by 

‘almost arguing with the teacher.’ The students’ descriptions of their modes of 

engagement with study demonstrate that they work with different levels of what I 

have termed Foucauldian negotiated autonomy to create a tractable learning 

zone for themselves, which enables mobility for self-development in their studies.  

Rafi’s definition of the self through debating ideas, and also Arlette’s stated wish 

for a more critical and analytical approach to studies in art are for me an 

indication of the basis for introducing critical theory to sixth-form students, in 

correspondence with their processes of struggle for creative autonomy and the 

recognition of what they feel are defining aspects of their identities.  

 

I find that both existentialist and post-structural theory provide critical tools for 

shifting inertia and passivised learning, so that students are not as Arlette says, 

‘just getting work done’ in a passive action’ (Sartre 2004, 199) – and these 

theories also provide tools for recognising the tensions of subjects who are trying 

to work towards structuring their own rhythms of creative development. The 

thinking processes involved in working through the philosophical concepts of 

Sartre and Foucault, and relating them to practices in art and design for me 

highlight the importance of preserving freedom in thought as a critical space, yet 

also as a sanctuary. Rafi preserves this conceptual freedom, from the draw of 

their peer group, in his ‘own zone’ and Arlette does so in her ‘little bubble.’ The 
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subject needs to nurture a belief in this freedom, or at least a skepticism towards 

the given, to begin to experience their capacity for freedom, and even for relative 

free-will. 

 

Yet I think that there are pedagogical methods which can encourage students to 

involve themselves in realising practices of freedom within intersubjective group 

learning experiences. Therefore a more liberated experience of developing 

artwork does not benefit from isolation or alienation from others. I have tried to 

develop such pedagogical processes in the I Can and Power projects which are 

discussed in Chapter 7. I found that students successfully developed critical 

thinking skills in debating issues of power and that they gathered momentum for 

their individual project work in collaborative, creative interpretations of theoretical 

quotes. 

 

Transformations for Myself as a Practitioner Researcher 
 
I would like to make some observations on how I have experienced this research 

as a process of investigation and transformation, and to record some of the 

changes that have occurred in my theoretical approach and in my teaching 

practice. I began with a speculative outlook, but also with a determination to 

pursue the possibilities for applied existential and post-structural philosophy in art 

and design education. I was seeking further understanding of how concepts of 

Sartrean free-will and Foucauldian negotiated autonomy might be implicated in 

the working processes of teachers and practitioners, policy makers and students. 

I wanted to find the barriers to freedom in education, as perceived by these 

groups of participants, and to explore their perceptions of the possibilities for 

extending freedom in art education. 

 

In the initial stages of this research I theorised potential applications for other 

Sartrean and Foucauldian concepts also, in relation to my central issues of 

freedom and autonomy, considering how circumstances for these conditions 
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might be realised through questioning the formation of subjectivity. As my 

readings gathered I located the three forms of subjectivity that I have focused on 

in this study: the subject with existential subject with free-will, the Foucauldian 

socially constructed subject and the reflexive subject that occurs in Sartre and 

Freire, but also in Foucault’s technologies of self. Analysis of the interchange, or 

predominance of these different modes of subjectivity in my data became a key 

factor in my analysis. 

 

For example my initial considerations of the Sartrean mode of being-for-itself, as 

a driver for practices of proactive learning and engaged practice, were given 

expression in the interview data I analysed – as students sought outside the 

limitations of their current experience and teachers encouraged students to think 

more critically, outside the comfort zones of being-in-itself.  

 

Foucauldian technologies of self also emerged as strong currents of productive 

action in education, as teachers, practitioners and students sought a reflexive 

knowledge of themselves and aimed to speak out against limitations in the given 

situation. 

 

I would say that there have been changes in my approach to this application of 

theory in practice, and also an evolving methodology which has reflected these 

changes. When I began reading Sartre and Foucault in 2004 and 2005 

respectively, I found my readings to be both a cathartic escape and a framework 

of challenge to the institutions I was working in. The first projects I taught to 

explore philosophical theory through practice were small bubbles of possibility, 

within temporary working conditions. Free-will as unhindered imagination and 

creativity guided my early investigations, as did autonomy found in self-

determination, for example with the Teacher Artist Partnership Programme in 

2006-07. 
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In the course of my research, the emphasis on free-will as possibilisation took 

precedence for me, as a process by which one tests the given situation, 

visualising, vocalising and realising previously unworkable ideas. Therefore the 

sense of ‘freedom as praxis’ and considering discourse and artwork as ‘creative 

action’ took momentum. The existential position of freedom as being indivisible 

from responsibility became more clearly apparent for me as a teacher with a duty 

of care to my students. Although absolute free-will can exist as a space in 

thought, and is explored by adult artists in many forms, but it was not suitable for 

me to allow students to test absolute free-will; instead I presented Sartrean free-

will/ responsibility for their consideration in the I Can project. 

 

In addition to my analysis of possible readings of the participants’ interview data 

through the Sartrean triad of being-in-itself, being-for-itself and being-for-others, 

these ontological modes of self became more significant for me as a researcher, 

teacher and artist. The concept of being-for-itself as a driving force, a will to seek 

out the lacked and to fulfil present and future aims, appeared as a tool for 

sustaining momentum in my research. I referred to this mode of self when 

seeking further and more clear interpretations of theory in practice and to pursue 

suitable theoretical texts and cross-reference ideas.  

 

Also in terms of my personal activities and goals, my art practice became difficult 

to maintain at the level it had been prior to my research, since my PhD took that 

creative thinking space alongside full-time teaching. I experienced this lack of a 

full body of practical work – which sometimes found an outlet in drawings, as 

ideas not formed in words. However my deep interest in reading, writing about 

and applying theory in practice to some extent met my needs for creative 

expression and I rationalised that I would be able to give greater space to my art 

practice in the future. 

 

In terms of being-for-others, I wanted to make my writing and the concepts I was 

applying as accessible as possible – particularly for practitioners and students, or 
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for other researchers interested in how existential and/ or post-structural theory 

could be applied to contemporary practice. I did not want my completed thesis to 

languish unread and without further developments, as a manifested aspect of my 

being-in-itself: a block of pages without the influx of others’ perspectives and 

different readers’ responses to my findings, not relating to external or future 

experiences. This I expect is a concern for many researchers and writers. 

 

A similar transition occurred in my application and understanding of Foucault’s 

position on autonomy. I had found release for agency from social construction in 

Foucault’s position on thought as ‘what allows one to step back from this way of 

acting or reacting’ (Foucault 1989, ed. Lotringer 1996, 421). This expression of 

thought, and critical thinking, as the means for emancipation struck home as a 

guiding concept in supporting teachers, practitioners and students in the critical 

reflection that was clearly so important to them. Yet in the process of analysing 

my data I also found that struggles for autonomy emerged in negotiations that 

occur in the participants’ complicit relationships with the institution. I found that 

critical thinking and self-definition that might be achieved through this were 

partially realised through ongoing struggles with the hegemony of the workplace. 

 

Foucault’s theory had initially assisted me as a practitioner in situating my 

experiences of regulatory procedures in education within wider patterns of social 

regulation, patterns that can stifle cultural and individual difference, creative 

experimentation and freedom of speech. My experiences as a beginning teacher 

did not then seem isolated, invisible and aberrant. As I read further, the 

technologies of self as techniques that I might use to increase my freedom and 

agency at work appeared to take precedence. I was particularly influenced by the 

concept of parrhesia as freedom of speech. In the first five years of my teaching 

experience, including two years at the Sixth Form College there had been many 

situations where I was afraid to speak my mind: management manipulations and 

reflected perceptions of my lower status at work had restricted my voice so that I 

often withheld my disagreements. However with my gathering experience and my 
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concept of parrhesia as frankness, with a risk to self – but a calculated risk, I 

began to speak out and voice my dissent. 

 

The techniques of parrhesia and care of the self have also assisted me as a 

researcher, in that at times I have needed to express interpretations of my data 

which could provoke a reaction from my workplace, if management were to read 

this thesis or others were to peer through the anonymity. So I would say that I 

have exercised truth to self as a researcher, and truth to my interpretations in my 

data analysis. My interpretations of the technologies of self have I think been 

useful in the care I have taken to protect the identities of my participants and to 

maintain my integrity as a researcher. 

 

As I moved through the data collection and analysis stages, I decided to 

investigate a range of approaches to gathering data which presented different 

voices around issues of freedom and autonomy in art education, and which 

explored various possibilities for the application of Sartrean and Foucauldian 

theory in pedagogical practice. To this effect I brought in the dimension of my 

action research, investigating how theory might be introduced to learning 

experiences for students aged 16-19. I wanted to motivate students through 

critical thinking exercises, to build contextual awareness of the theme they were 

studying and to increase their confidence in interpreting written material that 

could input to their artwork. I was aiming for students to gather a greater sense of 

ownership of their work, and of the cultural discourses that informed it – using 

different theoretical ideas as comparative tools to enable them to develop a more 

questioning approach. 

 

Theoretical input to work in art and design appeared to be rare at sixth-form 

level, from my prior experience of teaching in schools and sixth form colleges. I 

had heard of occasional references to postmodernism, without inclusion of 

theoretical sources. One teacher I knew had tried to introduce a project on 

existentialism, but was told by the Head of Department that the ideas were far 
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too intangible for students to begin to grapple with. When considering the lack of 

uptake of my request for research participants to include some quotes from 

Sartre and Foucault, it was clear that teachers thought this theory would be an 

incongruous ‘add on’ to any project work they were doing.  

 

Since my primary research participants had refused the request to experiment 

with including theoretical quotes in teaching activities, other than Sam who was 

keen to explore this as a possibility, my own practice moved from a secondary 

role in this research area to taking a more focal position. I was in the event 

pleased to put my attentions and analysis to my own practice; I found the 

reflexive adjustments I made in the process of applying concepts to the 

contingent events of teaching and the actual responses of students added vitality 

to my work, and provided me with a greater understanding of the possibilities for 

and limitations of existential and post-structural theories in teaching art and 

design to sixth-form students. 

 

I have to say that my experiments with introducing texts to the Level 3 BTEC 

students neither launched a diversion from the developing ideas of the students’ 

practical work nor created a restrictive framework. Instead I found that the initial 

group critical exercises and integrations of theoretical quotes with photographic 

work were enabling factors in motivating the students to participate in 

discussions of the ethics of Power that later informed the content of their 

individual developed work. This initial exercise I think helped students become 

more aware of their own ethical decision-making processes, forming an ethos of 

negotiated autonomy in the project.  

 

At the start of my investigations I questioned all restrictions on student autonomy 

to consider whether they were in fact necessary, or if they were methods of 

socially constructing norms which were not beneficial for the students involved. 

However as I applied concepts of free-will in practice I found that I was also 

having to place some restrictions on the types of freedom students could express 
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and I made sure to keep a track of these conditions I placed upon free-will. For 

the Level 2 I Can project, I think it is important to note that even though students 

were considering possibilities for their own freedom, the project needed to be 

positioned within their potential as emancipatory role models for others. The 

purely individualised freedom as free-will did not work in a teaching setting, as I 

might suggest it does not in a wider social context, without considering the 

implications of the subject’s actions for and upon others. 

 

As a teacher I had a duty of care to restrict negative freedom, but I also had to 

reflect carefully on my teaching methods. I think that in the process of my action 

research I have developed greater self-awareness as a practitioner – for example 

in keeping a diary, noting the ethical tensions that I experienced. I found that my 

personal boundaries of acceptability could then be interrogated and justified, in 

the light of implications for the learning environment. Negative freedom often 

needs to be redirected towards positive intentions, but there are confining 

traditions and systems of coercion which masquerade as ‘the best ethical 

choices’, and these confining traditions also emerge in the teaching of art – as 

Rafi describes the class focus on a still-life in his school art classes, with 

expected methods of representation of this worthy assemblage of ‘reality.’ 

 

The projects I devised to test theory could not only be involved in creating 

alternative learning spaces; they were of necessity also intended to increase the 

students’ abilities and confidence in interpreting artists’ styles and to build their 

vocabulary of techniques in visual art and graphic design. In addition the I Can 

project was essentially ‘tied’ – to use Sam’s term, into the assessment objectives 

– but with a meta-directive that added learning objectives for all students to 

achieve reflective, emancipated thinking. I was ‘extending what we’ve been 

given’ – to quote Arlette in Chapter 6, and I think exploring existential concepts in 

building out from the contingency of the situation. 

 



 
 

330 

I have discussed notions of complicity with the institution and Foucauldian 

negotiated autonomy in relation to interview data from the practitioners Sam and 

Julia; there were also ways in which I complied with institutional requirements - in 

providing learning objectives and outcomes which could be assessed through the 

BTEC marking structure, and which the management would consider valid 

contributions to the students’ learning. In comparison with my observations about 

Sam’s adherence to requirements, I too endeavoured to meet the institution’s 

criteria for success. I worked to achieve 100% pass rate and retention rate for all 

of the years that the I Can project was taught on the course I led – BTEC Level 2 

Art and Design, and at least 50% progression rate to Level 3 Art and Design. I 

could refer to these statistical measurements of my success as a practitioner in 

justifying my experimental approaches to teaching, if necessary. 

 

The social context of my work and my workplace has been very important 

throughout my research. The struggle for freedom that emerged through the 

young people’s expressions of their being-for-itself of aims for the future occurred 

in the midst of economic deprivation. The majority of students came from 

households where parents or guardians had not progressed through further 

education, let alone to Higher Education, and there was widespread parental 

unemployment. This lack of confidence in the education system had greatly 

affected the young people I was teaching. I began the I Can project with Sartre’s 

premise, ‘I am an infinity of possibilities’ (Sartre 2003, 152) I have found that this 

ethos assists me in working with students who have previously had difficult 

experiences of education in school, which have confined their thinking 

processes.  Students with scant prior access to material resources were given 

the opportunity to visualise achieving an ‘infinity of unrealisables’ (Sartre 2003, 

548) – many of which are considered possible for students with more privileged 

cultural backgrounds. I viewed my position in teaching this project as engaging 

with their struggle for the freedom to achieve self-fulfillment, and as facilitating a 

learning space which enabled them to distance themselves from the preventative 

factors, and concentrate on strengthening factors for realisation.  
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In terms of the effects of this project for students involved, I can say that in 

comparison with the previous projects they did develop a greater confidence in 

their artwork and in applying freedom of choice to learning processes. For myself 

as a practitioner, I felt that I was taking creative action in encouraging the 

students’ development of self-awareness – Sartrean ‘presence-to-self’, and I 

wanted to validate the choices they could make around expressing their identities 

in artwork. It might be said that this sense of taking creative action was 

particularly a ‘feel-good factor’ for myself as a practitioner – but if so I hope that 

this transmitted to students. 

 

I will note that there were changes in my personal conditions in the course of this 

research. In 2007-8 my working conditions were tightly controlled; I battled for the 

space to conduct my research, to attend supervisions and interview students. It 

was a difficult climate, but for me also an essential time to begin my PhD. By 

2011, when I was Acting Head of Department, I was able to secure Wednesday 

mornings away from work to attend the Academic Practice course at Goldsmiths. 

This shift was made possible through my altering position in relation to the 

institution and my venture into a management role. These changes in conditions 

could be noted as further examples of my Foucauldian navigation of the 

institution and negotiating of autonomy; however it is a mark of how controlled 

one’s time is as a teacher that I experienced this small transition as a major 

break-through.  

 

The research I carried out into educational policy and the interviews of policy 

makers were also instrumental in my development of an understanding of how 

what I have experienced as the meta-language of policy relates with Foucault’s 

sense of specific social discourses operating the allocation of freedom to 

participate in different  ‘discursive domains’ (Foucault 1967, ed. Lotringer 1996, 

23). The interviews created windows onto the discourses of policy from which I 

had been excluded as a teacher. I found this experience empowering in the 

sense of Foucauldian power/knowledge, as I built my understanding of how 
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policy is developed, and the driving motivations behind the decisions made by 

policy makers. 

 

It was particularly notable how closely the group of policy makers that I 

interviewed worked together – and this was also evidenced in their connections 

with the ‘gate keeper’ who in effect gave me access to others in his 

acquaintance. Their collaboration did give the sense of power as a Foucauldian 

positive network. In contrast the destruction of such networks by the Coalition 

and their mercenary policies appear to be thrusting Britain back into an era of 

confined and divisive education. However Foucauldian theory does give me 

sustenance in these times, as the Coalition once situated in an historical context 

appears to shrink to fit previous constrictive tendencies which were later forced to 

expand into a greater tolerance of difference and diversity. The probable 

difficulties that will be found in devaluing the knowledge and influence built in 

creative subjects could perhaps catalyse a burst of movement into more critical 

and challenging art and design pedagogies. 

 

My PhD investigations have opened a window onto fields of applied philosophical 

and pedagogical theory. As I read of the influences of Sartre and Foucault, and 

found related branches of philosophy and pedagogical theory, I reached into the 

thinking of Heidegger and Nietzsche, Freire and the critical pedagogy theorists, 

Rancière, Badiou, Chomsky, Deleuze, Zizek... This expansion and comparison 

between areas of thought is a continuing process in my ongoing writing. Perhaps 

someone with a formal training in philosophy would have approached their 

reading in a more linear, sequential manner, but this extension through 

theoretical influences works for me in building connections between philosophy 

and pedagogy. 

 

It is apparent to me that in conducting this research I have shifted ground for 

myself, as well as putting forward philosophical interpretations of contemporary 

pedagogical practice that I hope will contribute to knowledge in this field. I began 
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my readings of Sartre and Foucault from a position of isolated disempowerment 

in challenging supply teaching jobs. I was intending to claim my stance as an 

engaged intellectual – a role which I discovered to be consistent with Giroux’s 

concept of teachers as transformative intellectuals (1985).Through the course of 

my studies I have built a sense of theory as providing alternative conceptual 

structures to static, inert pedagogy. I have been assisted in this by the insightful 

contributions of my research participants and by the exemplary critical and 

supportive input of my supervisors Professor Dennis Atkinson and Dr. Paul Dash. 

My continuing belief in free-will, albeit tempered with relativity and responsibility, 

is therefore formed in an intellectual and experiential environment of being-with 

and for-others. I would like to thank my supervisors and all who assisted in this 

research, which will be the basis for my being-for-itself of future interventions in 

applied philosophy for pedagogical practice.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Note on Data Coding Processes 
 
My research has involved a mixed methodology that employs thematic analysis 

of semi-structured interview data, policy documents and artwork combined with 

action research. The processes of thematic analysis enabled me to track across 

diverse data and find interesting links, contrasts and juxtapositions: ‘organising 

the data into meaningful categories (Coffey and Atkinson 1996, 36) and 

identifying key concepts (ref. Strauss an Corbin 1990, 63) in the data in relation 

to the theoretical framework. I will here describe the sequence of my coding and 

analysis. 

 

After gathering semi-structured interview data from the three research groups I 

transcribed the data word for word, sending transcripts to participants for 

reciprocity and clarification of parts of the recordings that were difficult to hear. I 

then read the transcripts and listened to the interview data for initial thematic 

codes. I would say that the selection of focus participants for comparative 

analysis was part of my initial coding. I had gathered a sense of important 

contrasts and thematics between the participants and decided to focus on a 

formal/ non-formal comparison for central research Question1, policymakers/ 

senior management for Question 2 and the academic/vocational divide for 

Question 3. There were other research participants who I would have included 

but could not focus on and maintain the depth of my analysis. Transcript extracts 

from two such participants are included in the appendices. 

 

As I read and made initial interpretive notes on the transcripts, I maintained a line 

of inquiry examining what was driving the participants’ statements, collating key 

references to the viewpoints and influences of participants, and my observations 

about how it appeared that these were constructed. I looked for motifs and 

contradictions with the perspective that contradictions, rather than being 
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indications of insincerity, brought to light different facets of self, and social roles 

that the participants enacted. These facets presented at different times effected a 

multiplicity and relativity of truth in the data. Although I made notes before coding 

of a wide range of factors, including about the space and conditions of the 

different interviews, and the participants responses to the interview process, I 

maintained awareness of my focal research area and possible theoretical 

parallels or explanations. 

 

When coding, I grouped the data from each interview into many numbered sub-

codes. These sub-codes were then grouped together under larger themes, or 

codes, which were compared with the ‘tree’ or ‘umbrella’ codes of the paired 

interview transcript from the same research group to produce comparative codes. 

For Part 1 of chapters 4-6 I used thematic subheadings that were drawn from my 

comparative codes. I then analysed these comparative codes through relevant 

aspects of the Sartrean and Foucauldian theory that I have tested and applied 

through the data, and these theoretical themes, which in some cases re-coded 

the data, became the subheadings for sections of Part 2 of the data analysis 

chapters. 

 

I used a similar coding process across the different forms of data collected form 

my parallel action research and analysis, including for students’ discussion and 

annotation, thematic comparison across artworks and drawing upon diary 

extracts. 
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Appendix 2                                                                                                                                     
 
Questions  - asked to research participants 
 
For teachers and practitioners  
 
1) How did you arrive at your current role in art education? 

 

2) What do you think are important values in the teaching of Art and Design? 

 

3) How do you consider you have put your own creative thinking into art projects for 16-

19 year olds? 

 

4) Are there projects that you would have liked to teach but have not been able to? If so, 

please describe an example of such a project, and the factors that prevented you from 

teaching it. 

 

5) How do you include student voice and student participation in project planning? 

 

6) How do you encourage students to take ownership of their work? 

 

7) What freedoms would you not allow your students, in their artwork and conduct, and 

why? 

 

8) How do you work with the rules and assessment procedures in your workplace? Can 

you be creative with them? 

 

9) What is your experience of government educational policy in relation to Art and 

Design education? E.g. within the National Curriculum for Art and Design; your ideas 

about the new curriculum; the 14-19 Directive or Every Child Matters.  
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Questions for Policy Makers and Senior Management  
 
1) Please could you describe how you arrived at your current role in educational policy 

or in upper or senior management? 

 

2) What do you consider to be important values in education? 

 

3) What provisions are there in government educational policy that you think can assist 

autonomous learning and creative freedom of choice? Examples of policy are:- The 14-

19 Directive; Every Child Matters 2003; The Children’s Plan 2007. Please also consider 

reports such as:- NACCCE All Our Futures1999 and the Paul Roberts 2006 report 

Nurturing Creativity in Young People. 

 

4) What will be the effects on education for 16-19 year olds of the new Diploma and the 

new National Curriculum? 

 

5) How do you think legislation encourages the creative thinking of teachers and 

students: what types of creative thinking and why? 

 

6) Does government cultural policy and associated reports relate with educational policy 

e.g. the Will Hutton Report, the McMasters’ Report on Excellence and David Anderson’s 

Museums in the Learning Age. 

 

7) How do you think that the government, national and local, and educational institutions 

can work together to implement policy, and report on its application? 

 

8) What barriers do you see currently in government, school and FE professionals 

working collaboratively? 

 

9) How are young people participating in policy, service planning, delivery and 

evaluation – (referring to ECM policy of the National Children’s Bureau 2003) 

 

10) Do you think that educational legislation could be reviewed, to increase active, 

creative student participation in learning? 
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Questions for Students of Art and Design  
 
 
1) What was your experience of art and design lessons at school and why did you 

choose to continue with art subjects at the sixth form centre? 

 

2) Do you think there are differences between studying art in a sixth form centre and 

studying art at school? 

 

3) What do you think are important things for an art and design teacher to teach you 

about? 

 

4) Have you felt that you can put your own creative thinking into art projects? Please 

give some examples. 

 

5) Are there art works you would have liked to make or things you would have liked to 

learn about in art and design that you have not been able to? Please give examples. 

  

6) Have you been encouraged to give your own opinions about your learning, and if so 

have you felt able to do so? For example about lesson content, project plans and 

materials, social issues, artists and designers.  

 

7) Do you feel that you connect personally with your art work and that it belongs to you? 

 

8) What freedoms do you think a student of art and design should have? 

 

9) What freedoms should they not have? 

 

10) What is your experience of rules and assessment in art education and do you think 

assessment could be improved to meet your learning needs? 

 

 



 
 

355 

Appendix 3 
 
 
A selection from the transcript of an interview with Carla – 2009 
A Teacher of Art and Design in a London Sixth Form College 
 
MM. I am here to interview Teacher 1 and it’s April 17th 2009, and I have some 

questions here. Feel free to take some time or to stop recording. Ok so first 

question is how did you arrive at your current role in art education? So your story 

of how you got to be doing what you’re doing. 

 

Carla. Ok well I trained in printed textiles, so I did a degree in that and then I did 

a post-grad in printed textiles at the same place: I got a scholarship. And then I 

came back down to London, because that was in Scotland. And I’m going to be 

honest here, I was kind of stuck for, obviously, work and I did lots of freelance 

work and I did lots of work in a place in Brixton called London Printworks Trust. 

That’s where I started working as a technician. Then I worked with small groups, 

which included more community artwork, so ex-offenders, and that led me on to 

working in Hackney Hospital, Homerton, an outreach programme with lots of 

mental health patients, where I set up sort of screen-printing workshops in a 

disused ward. So I got more into community arts, but obviously that kind of work 

is very like, a lot of it’s voluntary, a lot of it’s not contract but short term, so it 

wasn’t very stable. So for stability, and I’m being honest here, to get an income, I 

decided to do teacher training. So it wasn’t that I’d always wanted to be a 

teacher, but I really enjoyed working more with community groups and that is 

more what I was interested in at the time. 

 

I went to Goldsmiths and did teacher training, and from there got my first job, 

straight after teaching in Enfield, and since then have just carried on in schools 

and mainstream. I think I’ve really, when I did teacher-training, I really wanted to 

do more teaching in galleries. I didn’t think I would still be teaching mainstream 

now, but that’s being very honest. (laughs) I’ve done it now for (pause) fourteen 

years I think. So I mean it can’t be that bad 
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MM. Right. 
 
Carla. So that’s how I got into actual, being a teacher.  
 
MM. So, you’d say that once you became a teacher, you actually enjoyed, you’ve 

been enjoying what you do? 

 

Carla. Yes, yes, yes. I mean even when I was doing my degree in Scotland, I did 

a lot of voluntary work anyway, alongside what I did. So I did community projects 

and with children I did, like, sculpture, but it was all voluntary work. I’d done a lot 

of voluntary work with groups before I’d become a teacher so that was really 

what got me into it.  

 
MM. That sounds a bit like what I did. 
 
Carla Does it? 
 
MM. Yes.  
 
Carla Why what did you do? 
 
MM. Oh I did a lot of community work and voluntary work and arts development, 

before training to be a teacher. 

 

Carla Yes. Yes, I did a lot of gallery work as well: at the Chisenhale, South 

London Gallery. Yes I mean really enjoy, I really enjoy working with groups of 

people, not always just children. Ex-offenders were very good because they were 

very straightforward and they picked up skills just like that. You know they really 

wanted to learn. 

 
MM. Yes. 
 
Carla So what I loved about that, maybe that comes onto a point later, is that you 

don’t have the restrictions of the assessment and that whole, ah, you know it 

becomes slightly different doesn’t it? When it’s got that attachment, and so that’s 
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why if the money was there and the stability I probably wouldn’t be mainstream. 

But yes. 

 

MM. Would you like to pause there? (pause recording but discussion continues) 

I’m interested in the way you’re looking at people teaching. 

 
Carla Yes, yes.  
 
MM. Because the next question is about what you think are important values in 

teaching art and design, and I suppose that is what you’ve just talked about: the 

teachers who are ‘teacher-teachers.’  

 
Carla Yes.  
 
MM. The teachers, you know who’ve always wanted to be a teacher.  
 
Carla Yes.  
 
MM. And then there are teachers who have lots of different life-skills that they’ve 

brought in, like yourself and community work, that have come to it in a different 

way. 

 
Carla Yes.  
 
MM. And possibly have different values in the way that you teach or…? 
 
Carla Yes, definitely yes. 
 
MM. Or the way you approach teaching? 
 
Carla I think what you’re saying is right. Yes, because I came through community 

art way, and how I was taught I think, is a real…and I went to sixth-form…it for 

me, that was a turning point for me. And that’s how I’d like to teach art myself is 

that, I remember going, I had a great art teacher. I’d come from a very 

conventional art department, where all I had was a pencil. You know you used to 

have to draw a box of eggs, you know that kind of thing in pencil. That seems to 

be a long time ago. And I got to the sixth-form, and I remember the first thing that 
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we had to do was draw a self-portrait with a tiny mirror…that everything was 

really, and charcoal, you know I’d never used charcoal: big scale, we all looked 

horrendous. You know it was, we all…you know no one knew each other in this 

class. So you know it was just a real, it doesn’t really matter you know, what it 

looks like. This was great, everything about it, the scale you know it really 

loosened us up. And he’d come along and tear things up if they were too small, 

because he’d ask for them bigger, you know that kind of thing. I think he was 

quite brutal, and I’m… you know for me that was quite hard because I’m quite a, I 

was quite shy, very shy at the time. But it did me the world of good and it really 

brought out something in me that wasn’t there before.  

 

I could draw and I was really good at drawing. But at expressing myself, I was 

quite introvert and I was a really shy person, and by the end of it I was doing 

massive paintings, there with oils. And I had been introduced to lots of different 

techniques, really experimental ways of working. 

 
MM. Was this a, what stage was this? 
 
Carla This was sixth-form. I was really lucky, yes, and that’s what really was a 

turning point for me and that’s what I see, is having that freedom rather than how 

I was taught before which was like if it didn’t look photographic, and it wasn’t with 

a pencil and you had to do it this way, and if you didn’t do it that way then it was 

wrong. Yes I was good at that kind of thing, but it was having that freedom, the 

enthusiasm and the introduction to so many different new materials. We had so 

much more to explore, and we were introduced to loads of different artists, and 

we did life drawing as well which was fantastic.  

 

MM. So you’d left your school at 16 and gone to a sixth-form college? 
 
Carla Yes, yes, yes and that’s what really kind of drove me forward into being a 

more confident person, you know? 

 
MM. Yes.  
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Carla As I said, I wasn’t very good at expressing myself; like I am now! (laughs) 

in an interview situation, or in a group situation or voicing it verbally. But through 

what I was taught through this teacher, who led me to kind of experiment with  

whatever I wanted and on whatever scale, and with whatever materials, it just 

made me more confident in a different kind of area. You know what I mean? 

 

MM. So it sounds like the value there was that they taught you to think bigger, 

more expressive and not to be tight and controlled. 

 
Carla Yes, yes and not to be careful, yes, yes. And I think that’s what I enjoy 

about where I teach now.  

 
MM. Yes. 
 
Carla Rather than secondary school, which was just like, I felt more police 

woman. I mean it was more about control. You know it was just getting to the 

hour lesson, getting things out, if there wasn’t trouble getting things out you were 

lucky (laughs) you know getting through your task; and then, like having to clear 

up without any trouble, because there was more movement. I mean you’ve got a 

lot of problems in secondary schools for a practical subject. I mean I did a long 

time of it, but I just thought well this isn’t creative, it isn’t creative: we’re just 

getting through the hour, and you know if you’ve managed to remember who’s 

collecting paint brushes, that’s it. It just becomes something really different, 

whereas where we teach now at the sixth-form, and the way they teach, the way 

they… the experimental approach and giving the opportunity to use so many 

different media, and you mix them together, and you know that’s what works. 

And even though there are restrictions through the syllabus and everything I think 

the way that we teach at the moment at --------- is quite like a Foundation year, 

you know at university. And that was another really good year for me, was 

Foundation, because of that freedom again. 
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MM. So you found you had even more freedom at Foundation than you had a 

sixth-form? 

 

Carla Yes. I had. I think it’s also meeting other people who are also doing it and 

kind of, and different tutors and different teaching styles. I’ve probably gone off 

the… 

 

MM. No that’s fine, that’s very interesting! It’s all about your journey as well, and 

the way that you have approached your own education or your own experiences 

obviously is very important to you in the way that you teach now. 

 
Carla Yes, yes, definitely. 
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Appendix 4 

Curriculum aims 2008   

http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/subjects/key-stage-3/art-and-
design/Art-and-design-and-aims/index.aspx 

20/11/10 A new UK Government took office on 11 May. As a result the content 
on this site may not reflect current Government policy. 

All statutory guidance and legislation published on this site continues to reflect 
the current legal position unless indicated otherwise. 

The National Curriculum has three statutory aims. It should enable all young people 

to become: 

successful learners who enjoy learning, make progress and achieve  

confident individuals who are able to live safe, healthy and fulfilling lives  

responsible citizens who make a positive contribution to society. 

 

These statutory aims should inform all aspects of teaching and learning and be the 

starting point for curriculum design. 

Successful learners 

1) have the essential learning skills of literacy, numeracy and information and 
communication technology 

2) are creative, resourceful and able to identify and solve problems 

3) have enquiring minds and think for themselves to process information, reason, 
question and evaluate 

4) communicate well in a range of ways understand how they learn and learn from 
their mistakes 

5) are able to learn independently and with others 

6) know about big ideas and events that shape our world 

7) enjoy learning and are motivated to achieve the best they can now and in the 
future. 
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Confident individuals 

8) have a sense of self-worth and personal identity 

9) relate well to others and form good relationships 

10) are self-aware and deal well with their emotions 

11) have secure values and beliefs, and have principles to distinguish right from 
wrong 

12) become increasingly independent, are able to take the initiative and organise 
themselves 

13) make healthy lifestyle choices 

14) are physically competent and confident 

15) take managed risks and stay safe 

16) recognise their talents and have ambitions 

17) are willing to try new things and make the most of opportunities 

18) are open to the excitement and inspiration offered by the natural world and 
human achievements. 

 

Responsible citizens 

19) are well prepared for life and work 

20) are enterprising 

21) are able to work cooperatively with others 

22) respect others and act with integrity 

23) understand their own and others' cultures and traditions, within the context of 
British heritage, and have a strong sense of their own place in the world 

24) appreciate the benefits of diversity 

25) challenge injustice, are committed to human rights and strive to live peaceably 
with others 
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26) sustain and improve the environment, locally and globally 

27) take account of the needs of present and future generations in the choices they 
make can change things for the better. 

 

Art and design and the national curriculum aims 

Art and design has a distinctive contribution to make to the aims of the national 

curriculum. The art and design programme of study provides opportunities to 

plan sequences of work, teaching approaches and learning outcomes that 

develop: 

Successful learners 

Art and design offers pupils the opportunity to develop their creativity by using a 

range of skills in a wide variety of contexts. Pupils are able to communicate and 

to express their ideas and feelings through visual and other forms. Through 

exploring and sharing these ideas, pupils develop confidence and independence 

in learning. This is essential to becoming a successful learner who enjoys 

learning, makes progress and achieves. 

Through exploring and developing ideas and assessing work critically, pupils 

reflect on and analyse not only the world around them, but also their own work 

and the work of others. Pupils’ experience of new technologies helps them to 

develop the skills to investigate alternative ways of working. Pupils learn to value 

the learning process as a key part of the creative experience. 

Confident individuals 

Through working in art, craft and design pupils become open to the excitement 

and inspiration offered by both the natural and made worlds. By engaging in 

purposeful, imaginative and creative activities pupils learn to take managed risks, 

trying out new ideas and new ways of working without fear of failure. Through a 

range of processes, including drawing perceptively and creatively, pupils observe 
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and investigate the world around them, inventing and visualising with increasing 

independence and ambition. Through allowing their work to be driven by 

imagination, experience and issues in the real world they learn to explore and 

interpret ideas and emotions, and develop understanding of others. By 

developing and using sets of values to evaluate their own and others’ work, 

pupils are able to increase confidence in their own opinions, in their feelings of 

self-worth and in their ability to relate to others. 
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Appendix 5 
 
From the transcript of an Interview with Steve  
A Policy Maker for Art & Design Education 
 
MM. I’m here today to interview Steve and it’s August 24th 2009. The first 

question is please could you describe how you have arrived at your current role 

in educational policy 

 

Steve.  I always laugh a bit about this, because people often think I had a career 

plan, which I never did. My background is that before I did teaching I’d done 

various things. I taught then for about 20 years. My original background is in 

Music, but I’ve taught within Art and Design and IT. I left teaching, then I was in 

middle management and an IT co-ordinator. I also worked with organisations like 

Mensa, the Paul Hamlyn Research Trust. I worked as a senior examiner for 

about 20 years alongside teaching. I then realised that I needed to move on. 

Probably my 40th birthday was my biggest change in life I think. I applied for a 

couple of jobs and got the one at the organisation I have worked for until now.  

 

It was literally as chancy as that really. It was an interesting job, it kept the 

breadth of the jobs that I did – around examining work, around keeping in touch 

with schools directly, around the curriculum. That’s how I ended up in my present 

role. It is important to say that having applied for a subject specific role at the 

organisation, the job has changed on an annual or biannual basis – to where I 

am at the moment as a Generic Curriculum Adviser.  

 
MM. So your job has changed every year? 
 
Steve Yes it used to be a standing joke that my job title was always different 

when ever I did presentations at these organisations. It’s got to the stage when 

we don’t have specific job titles any more. So we now work for projects. At the 

moment I’m finishing off some work on new technologies and transformational 

learning. So the Art and Design bit for me would be about 1 day a week on 
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average; although that’s hard to pocket because if I was working on curriculum 

implementation I would obviously be leaning towards creativity and there would 

be some strong inputs from that. I’ve been involved in the primary curriculum 

review and have had a strong input in that. So it’s almost been possible to pocket 

things really.  

 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
MM. Ok! Thank you. How do you think legislation encourages the creative 

thinking of teachers and students? What types of creative thinking and why? 

 

Steve I always think that idea of legislating for creativity is an interesting one. For 

policy I ought to say, because I think it’s hard to legislate for some of those 

things, I think you need to question what you mean by creativity. My worry again 

is that it’s a word that we use. The thing that I tend to do is to define it as 

attitudes and behaviours. What does it mean to think, act and behave creatively? 

You always think of creativity in the arts, and interestingly that interpretation of 

what culture is – that’s another one. Then there’s the creative industries as a 

driver and as innovation. There are obviously overlaps between any one of those 

three, but I think they’re separate. 

 
I just thought I’d use that word policy, just to explain why I picked up the word 

legislation in the question: the National Curriculum doesn’t tell people how to 

teach, or very little of what to teach – despite what people think. In Art and 

Design for example, traditionally we’ve only had the idea of drawing in 

sketchbooks. The rest is actually up to schools. There’s a bit of guidance, there 

are descriptions in the programmes of study which say they have to describe 

what others do and they have to evaluate their own work. But you could do on 

the back of a postcard what the National Curriculum puts across for Art and 

Design. So legislatively there’s not a lot. Subjects are not given prescribed times, 

despite what people think.  

 
MM. Prescribed times? 
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Steve …For how long people teach in schools. Schools don’t have to have 

timetables, apart from the Head Teacher nobody has to be qualified in schools 

despite what people think. You don’t have to be qualified to teach. There’s a lot 

of unqualified teachers already in schools. So the legislation is actually much 

smaller, you don’t even have to teach subjects for example. That’s not even a 

legal requirement. 

 
MM. What could you teach instead, presuming that you had people coming in 

from industry as you’ve said – not qualified teachers, you could have people 

teaching…? 

 

Steve You can teach what you like. 
 
MM. Right.  
 
Steve The requirement is to teach the learning, the knowledge skills and 

understanding underneath those subject headings, which for example you can 

group and regroup. I’ve designed a curriculum for some schools which wanted a 

skills-based curriculum. If you take things like collaboration and teamwork, that 

can be as much PE as it can be a design process. You can actually come up with 

those headings and you’re still going to engage in the same learning.  

I have been working with a school, they’ve turned the Humanities into a ‘bureau 

of investigation.’  

 

MM. How interesting. 
 
Steve It means that it becomes about investigation and enquiry. They’ve got that 

idea partly because the kids are fired up by the programme CSI. It was actually 

them trying to say, ‘What’s it really about?’ I think some of the titles like Art and 

Design aren’t helpful, because they dab and pick. Some people say well if you 

can tell them to draw a tree then they’ve done art. I see this a lot in primary 

schools. They draw round a soldier in the history project and they can tick the art 

box then. They’ve actually learned nothing about Art and Design. 
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I think you can teach anything else, but you still need to understand what’s there. 

In that there’s some skills, there’s knowledge, there’s understanding – and I think 

that’s the bit that we don’t do. We don’t stop and unpick and want to shape 

things. Essentially legislation doesn’t do anything, but it provides some bits. For 

example in history you’ve got to do the Holocaust, but it doesn’t tell you how, so 

you could do the Holocaust through creative writing, you could do the Holocaust 

through Art and Design. I’ve seen schools who’ve done installation work to try 

and put across the experience. So the bits are there but it doesn’t tell you how 

you do it.  

 

MM. What age level is that for? 
 
Steve The National Curriculum is 5-16, depending on subjects.  
 
MM. So within that whole age range they have to teach the Holocaust 

somewhere along the line? 

 
Steve No that would be in the secondary, for example. The primary at the 

moment is being reshaped around six areas of learning, which is simply playing 

the same game as just described. You can just re-jiggle your bits underneath it. 

 

MM. I’d heard that it started off with the other end, with the New Diploma and 

those courses, and then went through to the New Curriculum and then has gone 

to primary. So it has worked backwards. 

 

Steve Yes, it’s disjointed actually because, just due to the remits, we did A Levels 

then we did Key Stage 3. Then we did GCSE which is in between. Then we did 

the early years, then we’ve done primary. Then there’s a review of the process 

now, back to early years. I mean it was genuinely when we did the primary 

review and we were asked why we had done it in that way, we thought why don’t 

we review the National Curriculum?  
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Like I said, beyond the legislation, if you go to the National Curriculum website 

for example, and this is the bit that schools get lost on slightly, most of what’s 

there is not statutory. So the skills that we mentioned, the PLTS, they’re not 

statutory. They’re embedded in the curriculum, so if you look at each of the 

subjects, each are described in terms of skills. They’re part of the Diplomas but 

they’re not a legal requirement at all. There’s lots of information like that, that 

people don’t know what bits are and what bits aren’t. I sometimes get asked to 

provide clarity and I’m often reluctant, because it depends on why you want to 

know the clarity. If all you want to know is ‘what do I really have to do?’ I think all 

the bits of non-statutory and non-legislative are the interesting bits. 

 

MM. Yes. 
 
Steve So if you go to secondary on the website, you will see there’s a massive 

section about curriculum design, planning and thinking. What we’ve been trying 

to get people to do is to see all teachers as curriculum planners and designers, 

not just the curriculum deputy in the school or college. It’s actually to see every 

teacher as the curriculum designer of the curriculum experiences of young 

people in their class rooms. They don’t: at the moment there’s a culture of 

thinking that they’ve got to deliver set things. For example, if I was to take a 

qualification, there is no such thing as an A Level course, or a GCSE course, no 

such thing as a Diploma course. There’s an exam and you plan the experiences 

to get them past that exam.  

 

People are often busy just teaching the course and are talking about it being 

restrictive, when actually there’s nothing at GCSE or A Level for example that is 

restrictive at all.  

 
MM. Except the themes that are set and the taxonomy? 
 
Steve Well at the end there’s a bunch of coursework you hand in and you do a 

ten hour exam at A2 and five hour at AS, with a set of starting points. Those 
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starting points are just stimuli. You haven’t got to answer them, you’ve just got to 

use them as a kick off point.  

 

When I talk to some people, in the group that I also work with who just don’t see 

that as an exam, I think it’s great. I just don’t have a problem with that, I think it’s 

appropriate for Art and Design that you have all year to do it in. You can 

construct your coursework in the ways that you like. It is very, very flexible but 

schools don’t see it as such.  

 

MM. I was talking to a maths teacher yesterday who was saying, ‘Well don’t you 

just get your schemes of work from the internet, because that’s what a lot of 

maths teachers do and there are things that are shared and you know what 

you’re meant to teach. It’s quite easy.’ I was saying, ‘Actually when you teach art, 

you’re expected to write your own schemes of work.’ So within art there is still 

that teacher-led directional planning. 

 
Steve I would say it depends. Have you seen the LCP material?  
 
MM. No. 
 
Steve They have a ring-binder for every lesson from 5-16, if you want to know, 

like in primary where they have the art lessons provided. Every picture’s there. 

It’s on CDs. Every lesson’s there, it tells you what materials you will need for the 

lesson.  

 
MM. I know that material exists. 
 
Steve You don’t need to plan anything. The biggest seller from the NSEAD’s 

bookshop – the National Society of Art and Design, is the Art Sheets which are 

just like ready-made Art and Design plans. Personally I couldn’t teach like that. I 

like to find out about ideas but I couldn’t. Back to what I said about those 

personal things: when I give presentations I often ask teachers at the end of the 

summer if they’ve planned for September. Of course they all think it’s going to be 

a good thing if they say they’ve planned because they’ve organised. I always ask 
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the question, ‘How can you plan for people you haven’t met?’ You don’t know 

what they’ve done, you don’t know what they’re good at. I think ‘just in time’ 

planning is what schools need much more of. 

 

Before you build a new car you want to see what the customer’s actually starting 

to buy, then you build according to that. You don’t produce a whole load of parts 

presuming you’re going to sell 10,000 of a red car – just in case no one actually 

wants it. I think that schools just need to adopt those sorts of approaches really 

of being responsive. Schools regard Year 7 as ‘evening up’ experiences.  

 
MM. Yes I remember teaching in schools and it was like that. 
 
Steve Yes, just the fact that someone’s ahead means that oh wow, let’s get them 

going further. Some are further behind so you can help them. Why do you want 

them all the same? 

 
MM. ‘Let’s all do colour theory, let’s all do…’ 
 
Steve Have you heard of APP or not? 
 
MM. No. 
 
Steve …Assessing Pupil Progress. Rather than having a single level. 
 
MM. Is this the Levels? 
 
Steve Yes, it’s alright assessing by Levels. In essence it’s really quite good. At 

the moment one of the flaws in art teaching, as much as in any other subject is 

that we look at the product then try and sit and guess the process. So you have a 

picture in front of you and you try and guess whether they’ve made creative 

decisions. They’re imaginative and they’ve experimented, because you’ve no 

idea. But actually their evidence comes as a teacher from what you see, what 

you’ve heard that they did, how they helped others. 

 
What APP tries to do is to assess a rich range of evidence. It tries to gather 

evidence over a longer period of time. The idea is that you constantly gather, a 
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bit like the profile in early years, which I think a good art teacher does anyway 

don’t you, in your head if nothing else. Then you assess termly what they might 

present. The problem sometimes with APP is that what people could think is that 

it’s based on a set of criteria, so rather than getting to the end and saying, ‘Ok 

you’ve got a Level 5, which tells the learner nothing in one. It tries to create a 

profile. 

 
MM. Of that level?  
 
Steve It might say ‘This individual is good at experimenting investigating.’ They 

might be very good at turning it into a final outcome in reality and resolving 

things. They might struggle sometimes with looking at the work of others, but 

might be really good when they’re helping somebody else. They have ideas 

which help somebody else move theirs along. I think this is nice because people 

can build on it. I have an uneven profile. I’m good at some things and I’m not so 

good at others. When I’ve talked to some science teachers, because I’ve been 

doing this across all the foundation subjects, they saw it as telling them what they 

needed to work on or identify. Their idea is that they wanted every student to be 

flat-lined, rather than actually understanding the learners, and I don’t think in Art 

and Design we do. 

 
MM. Right, no. 
 
Steve One of the tensions, and this partly goes back to what you were telling me 

earlier on, because there’s a drive for whole school assessment, I think we 

confuse consistency with coherence in life. Because we’re driving for a whole 

school, people are trying to apply common methods across. If we’re not careful, I 

think a lot of Art and Design practice is starting to become like all the other 

subjects. People start to even pupils up. They start to do much more of the same 

thing. 

 
I’ve got a daughter who’s doing GCSE and she has to the set project that the 

teacher’s told her to do. She has no choice. These projects are prescribed, but 
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not legislatively. They are prescribed by the individual teacher. The teacher 

decides exactly what she will be doing. She knows exactly which artists she will 

be looking at. She can’t choose. She’s not allowed to put things in her 

sketchbook unless she’s asked first.  

 

MM. It’s very interesting for me in terms of what the perceptions of teachers, who 

aren’t involved in even the curriculum planning at the management level, which 

I’m not, in that you perceive it as part of Ofsted or legislation or policy. 

 
Steve They don’t know who’s driving it.  
 
MM. What, the prescriptions, or the definitions or the limitations of the free 
project? 
 
Steve No. 
 
MM. Whereas actually it’s actually the policy of the school, or the management or 

what they need to get done, or the resources that are available often – which say 

you have to do the same project. 

 

Steve Yes. One of the biggest reasons that schools invite me in to talk, and 

quote me often – and this would even be senior managers interestingly because I 

think classroom teachers often believe literally what they hear. They don’t do any 

digging or enquiring, whereas I suppose by my nature I’ve always thought ‘do I 

have to?’ I don’t always tell people this, but when I was deciding which A Level I 

was going to teach, when I first started teaching Art and Design I remember 

phoning up OCR. I was teaching photography and I wanted to know, could I use 

things like photocopiers and scanners? I remember talking to this guy over the 

phone and I said, can I do this can I do that. He just kept saying yes to me. I 

thought this was great! I could do what I liked really now. Most teachers would 

never have asked that.  
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They  go along to the standardisation meetings, trying to work out what they think 

they should do. They see the work and often the kind of work at standardisation 

meetings is the work that will survive transportation. 

 

MM. Yes.  
 
Steve It has to be flat so that it can fold up on boards. So you actually see a 

narrow view of practice. They go around and absorb this and think, ‘Ooh that 

made a good A. If I do this sort of thing then my kids will get an A. They impose 

the restrictions on themselves. If you read examiners’ reports they’re often 

encouraging teachers to be more adventurous, more creative. But teachers think 

that they have to do what the moderator wants them to do. Deputy Heads are 

looking at what they think they have to do from Local Authority advisers, who are 

often delivering particular images. They’re doing what they think they have to do. 

I think we have lost those creative people in authorities.  

Most advisers and people in the authorities are now strategy delivery people. 

They would receive a ring-binder, I’ve been there with IT, and they’ll train the 

schools with that ring-binder. There’s no brain engagement I hate to say, I’m 

being a bit harsh. 

 
MM. Is that their fault?  
 
Steve No it isn’t! We’ve started to appoint people who are good at delivery, not 

the sort of people who we used to have in the past as advisers who were good at 

working the schools and thinking. 

 

MM. Right, yes.  
 
Steve Now in some Local Authorities, Worcestershire, Buckinghamshire, Slough, 

I could go on about the good ones as well, but there are too many that have 

become good at delivery. Ofsted have a similar problem, they’ll admit 

themselves, because they’re data driven – you start to employ people who are 

good at data, by nature. Then suddenly when you start wanting them to look at 
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richer ranges of evidence that can be quite hard because that’s not what these 

people are good at. They don’t know what it is and how to look for it, we just have 

inertia. We’ve just abandoned the strategies, the National Strategies have gone. 

But all these people who have been paid for them are still in the counties. 

They’re going to be given other jobs. They won’t get rid of them. You will have 

people who have been appointed for one role, and have got into what they’ve 

been appointed to do, but are now going to end up with a different role. We do a 

lot of shuffling in life. 

 

It’s the same with me. I’ve been shuffled around in my organisation. I have had 

trouble recently thinking of all of the things I’ve done. You could end up with 

people in the wrong places. In education, all the way up, we shuffle people 

around. It is quite hard and people don’t know what’s legislative.  

 

Another example I can give you, I’m Chair of Governors and I battle with my own 

Governors. If you look at the business of Governors going to law, the school term 

and the policy they have to have, we’ve got ours going to 4. This is purely 

because I decided I didn’t want all the policy they have. The first thing they gave 

me was a policy folder, they didn’t even look at them they didn’t know what they 

are. The teachers didn’t look at them. I said ‘This is a waste of time.’ We had 

something like 75 and I think the biggest number I’ve seen is 140 at one school.  

 
MM. 140 policies? 
 
Steve Policies. Someone said well, ‘How many should we have?’ And I turned 

round and said, ‘Well four.’ We then started doing the Big Picture thing. We 

rationalised, so we’ve got a curriculum that’s inclusive. 

 

MM. Did you group policies together? 
 
Steve We just put inclusion into the curriculum. We put RE into the curriculum. 

We had a teachers’ pay policy, you have no choice in schools when you pay 
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teachers. It’s set in a book! So all the ones that we had no say on, and that we 

couldn’t have a policy on we didn’t. We had a policy on letting the school. 

 
MM. Letting the school out for use? 
 
Steve Yes. So either you do or you don’t. The rest is procedural. We got rid of all 

the processes beneath it. We decided what the policy is and what our views 

were, what we had an opinion on. The school then has to have the procedures in 

place, to make sure that it’s let safely and that people are covered by insurance. 

Schools aren’t good enough at doing that. They don’t sift through, so they build 

this baggage up, most of which if you look at the curriculum they don’t. I can sit in 

front of slides in one Local Authority recently, which was just testing people on 

their knowledge. People think for example that it’s a legal requirement to go to 

school in this country. It’s not, there is no legal requirement. 

 

MM. Do you think that might relate to, as you mentioned earlier, when people say 

is this statutory or not? Possibly, most people want children to be in school by 

five, not everybody though as some people want to home educate, but there is 

that expectation that children are in school by five.  

 
Steve Yes.  
 
MM. Do you think the information just isn’t given of, ok ‘this is statutory and this is 

not’ because actually a lot of people would want the majority of children in school 

by five?  

 

Steve I think the difference is that these are really distinct. I agree exactly with 

what you’re saying, I’m not advocating not having schools because I struggle to 

imagine how you could effectively educate without them. 

 
MM. I’ve been reading around that. 
 
Steve I’d have those questions, but I think that as soon as you realise that you’re 

going to school out of choice you have a real difference. At the moment we have 
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a policy in schools where if kids don’t attend we think that fining parents is going 

to change the way they feel. We’ve probably got parents who in a lot of cases 

were probably themselves disenfranchised in schools. Then the first thing they’re 

going to get is a fine through the post.  

 
I know it might sound like naïve optimism but I want kids who are so fired up by 

school that they don’t want to stay at home with their parents. They say to their 

parents, ‘I want to go to school.’ In good schools you see that. They shift 

attendance through positive drivers. You make school exciting, then ask yourself 

why the kids don’t want to be there. Frightening them isn’t going to make them 

want to be there. If they’re there, they’re probably going to be in that group of the 

disenfranchised and disappointed, 

 

MM. Probably quite poor parents who are fined will be taking the money out of 

something else the child would have anyway. 

 

Steve There’s both extremes, there are parents who don’t care because they 

have enough money. There are parents around here who will save far more than 

that on a holiday. It’s just not worth it. The school up there has got 14th to the 

bottom of attendance in the country, if you want some idea of the school I am 

Chair of Governors at. We have those problems. We have those problems 

because we are surrounded by hostels. Being a seaside area we pick up a 

significant amount of battered wives, drug addicts, alcoholics – a transient 

population, they’re here then they’re gone very fast a lot of the time. 

 

MM. Their children presumably have a short term placement in the school? 
 
Steve Very short, it can be exceptionally. We pick up a lot of new arrivals from 

other countries. Also of those who are permanent residents, there’s a massive 

number still involved in the holiday trade. Those kids help in B&Bs, they’re with 

the donkeys on the beach. The last thing they need to do is take holidays in 

holiday time. They don’t take any holiday time in the holiday time. They need 



 
 

378 

their kids there, whether it’s restaurants, B&Bs, donkeys on the beach or other 

activities, they’re not going to be going off. As a consequence the attendance 

gets slaughtered.  

 

You then have to ask yourself, what do you do about it? Because fining them 

isn’t going to change it. They’re going to earn more than £100.  

 
MM. If you look at some other countries, I went to Morocco last year where the 

students have three months holiday in the summer. It’s initially because the 

students are expected to help their parents with collecting crops. It’s the same 

kind of thing, where there’s that family involvement in a business. Not that I think 

that’s a fantastic idea for children who are learning to start work that early. 

 

Steve I think that once you realise, because that’s what you have to do for a 

presentation, you start testing it and you start saying, ‘Well we don’t want them 

here do we? So how are we going to get them there?’ It’s not about saying that 

you have to. I think the National Curriculum gets a bad name. If you’ve given 30 

bullet points to people, under the three titles, the thing I always do with schools 

when I’m working with those is to say, ‘What are your aims in education?’ Then 

we look at what the National Curriculum is, but we do it that way round.  

 

When I talk to people about planning, to me the National Curriculum is good. It’s 

been created by a hell of a lot of people spending a lot of time really thinking 

about this. It’s a brilliant safety check. If you’ve planned your own curriculum, 

you’ve planned your own safety checks, you’re going to come up with essentially 

the same things. You want to enquire and you want to investigate. It’s like Art 

and Design:- ‘Critique the work of others and their own, experiment and 

investigate,’  it’s the same things that you’re going to come up with. If you do it 

that way round then it suddenly becomes quite exciting for them. The curriculum 

becomes about a check – are you doing these things? It becomes useful, it 

becomes valid.  
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I think people take too much of the soft option and do what is easier. It’s much 

easier to download something from the internet or just look and say, ‘What do I 

have to do?’ That might sound like I’m very critical and I think I am, because I 

know what education could be like. I think at its best it’s where people are saying, 

‘What do we want?’  

 

MM.  Do you think perhaps that, of the legislative or policy bodies that you’ve 

encountered, that there is a lot more of a positive network of thinking and power 

that is available which actually teachers don’t know how to use?  

 

Steve Yes, we’ve got more coherence across the whole thing. One of your later 

questions is about implementation. One of the powerful things about secondary 

and primary is for once we have the strategies, NCSL, SSAT, QCA, TDA, CFBT, 

all got together and came up with drivers. They were around learning 

engagement, around creative design for curriculum planning, around assessment 

and so on. We use centerials so for example I look at the slides for organisations 

to use at their presentations on the New Curriculum. So if a Head Teacher went 

to a conference at NCSL, you saw the same kind of key messages, you saw the 

same kind of slides as you would as a subject teacher who say CFBT and 

NSEAD were supporting. So there’s more coherence.  

 

Everybody’s signed up to the same sorts of things but it’s actually about 

effectiveness. Ofsted will use that language. Actually what they want is they’re 

judging schools on their effectiveness, their understanding of their effectiveness 

and how effective they are, but it gets lost in translation. I depends if you go out. 

The thing I often say, I would normally spend three days a week at least talking 

to audiences of two or three hundred, and I can worryingly meet the same sorts 

of people.  

 

MM. Are they teachers? 
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Steve All sorts. I will work in individual schools, directly with them on Inset days. I 

sometimes do talks for national organisations. I talk about creativity and the 

audience will be wide. My worry is the same sorts of people come out, I could 

meet somebody in Bristol and London. They will travel. 

 
MM. For the same talk? 
 
Steve For the same thing. It’s a bit like when I do a talk on creativity. I joke at the 

organisation that we ought to advertise and then refuse to accept anyone who 

actually applies, then talk to all the ones who didn’t apply. The danger is that with 

creativity all the ones who are coming along are already interested and already 

doing those things. 

 

MM. Preaching to the converted? 
 
Steve Yes and actually, if you say there are 14-17,000 primaries around at the 

moment, when we’ve been doing the work on the primary I’ve probably been 

talking to around three groups a week on that around the country, but I’m still 

meeting hardly any teachers. 

 
MM. The people you need to access? 
 
Steve There are still many teachers who don’t even know there is a primary view. 

People don’t read the TES. They don’t watch Teachers’ TV. 

 

MM. The TES where I am is just associated with looking for a job, and you don’t 

get it unless you are looking for a job. 

 

Steve I think it’s a shame actually. I don’t know how you would get those 

messages. We had a meeting recently and somebody raised the issue about 

consultations. I think somebody made out that within about the last three weeks 

we’d talked to 1,200 teachers, but this was someone who didn’t even know if we 

were talking to teachers. I thought it would be a good idea if we did, because we 

were just not seeing anything. I think there’s a lot of inertia about policy going 
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down. For example we now have a digest, because schools don’t want lots of 

emails, it’s from all different government organisations on the same day of the 

week. We do a block look from Local Authorities down to schools. But it then 

means that the school secretary or somebody has a little sift through and decides 

which bits they’ll share. 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Steve Actually you can develop a movement if you all get together. The bit that 

I’ve talked about the organisation being small, ministries are small DSCF is 

actually smaller than they ever think they are. But together, there are 17,000 

primaries roughly however many secondaries, multiply that by the number of 

teachers in each of them, their power is immense. They can shape policy, they 

can change things, but they don’t feel empowered. They need to be turning 

around to schools and getting their authorities to work for them, not being told by 

people what they have to do. The best schools I see do the same things with 

Ofsted. When Ofsted comes in, yes they have an agenda of things they will look 

at, but the best schools are those that turn around and say, ‘And while you here 

we want you to see…’ But getting schools to have that confidence, to challenge.  

 

I went through an inspection process up here, there’s two schools, but we had no 

Head in either at one stage due to difficulties in recruitment. We had a very 

difficult Ofsed inspection but we got the best Ofsted ever. It was very difficult in 

that we had to get them to lose one of their inspectors in the first day, in terms of 

we were not going to agree. 

 
MM. Right, yes. 
 
Steve But it was a question of just sitting there and digging your heels in. It 

worked but schools think they’ve got to do what they’re told to do. 

 

MM. Yes, very much so. 
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Steve I just think we’ve got to be more demanding of things actually. Within that 

idea of disciplined innovation, it’s not just about making changes, not just 

expecting to have your way. If you want to do Ofsted, people talk about creativity 

for example and they say Ofsted doesn’t value it. When I talk to them, when I 

show them, they just go blank. They don’t know what it looks like. It sounds great 

and they sort of believe in it. I’ve done inspections for Ofsted and the best 

schools are the schools where the kids take us round. They’ve got so much faith 

in the kids and their understanding of the school. They’re not insecure, they don’t 

feel that they’ve got to explain everything.  

 

MM. Ofsted are interested in children anyway aren’t they? 
 
Steve Yes, well that’s the pupil voice bit, but they know what it is that they’re 

trying to say with creativity – a lot don’t. It is difficult that. I think people just have 

to work together. They have to understand that they’re all working for the same 

thing and it doesn’t feel like that always. It’s keeping agendas broad I think as 

well. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
MM. Well hopefully a few people will get to read some of what you’ve said, if I get 

this published! (laughs)  

 

Steve Hopefully! 
 
MM. But it will all be anonymous.  
 
Steve Yes, that’s right. 
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Appendix 6 

 
Freedom and Responsibility class discussion   
Level 2 Art and Design2011 
 
Definitions given by students 
 
Freedom 
 

• Allowed to do anything (Prakash) 

• Not following the laws of man 

• Anarchy 

• Doing what ever you want with some responsibility (Alger and others!) 

• Making your own decisions 

• Live life without boundaries 

• Being able to choose own options 

• Enjoy yourself and go out with friends 

• Not being held back 

• Going where you like (Annette) 

• Saying what you like 

• To not want to do the task that was set out to you. (Simon) 

• To not be discriminated against 

• Doing what you like – with responsibility 

• Free from pain and hurt, running away 
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Responsibility 
 

• Things you must do in life 

• Things you must take actions for 

• Taking care of your belongings 

• Self-control (Alger and others) 

• Looking after people and yourself 

• It’s in your hands 

• Acting on what people trust you to do 

• Understand you have to do something in life 

• Having choice and deciding what happens (also Romain) 

• Being responsible for own actions 

• Looking after yourself/ family members (Annette) 

• Being able to apply for college/ work on your own 

• Responsibility is something we give a name to our freedoms that are 

taken from us. (Simon) 

• To complete the work that is set out for you. 

• To invest a certain amount of money in your project 

• Responsibility is to have in your consciousness that you have to do right. 

(Dan) 

• To have responsibility is to know that you have to do something then do it. 

• Responsibility is what creates trust 

• Deciding what happens (Tina) 

• Controlling how you react 

• To do the right thing 

• Doing something otherwise there is a consequence 

• Having a role (Romain) 
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Del 

 

What does freedom mean to me? To me freedom is being able to make choices 

and to do things at your own will. 

 

What does responsibility mean to me? Responsibility means being able to take 

on a role, complete the task and do the thing on time and in order. 

 

 

Romain 

 

Freedom: to me freedom means you are free to do anything you want. E.g. 

you’re free to talk, walk and look, but there are also ways that you have to work 

for your freedom. 

 

Responsibility: means when you are responsible for your actions. Responsibility 

is also when you can be responsible in ways like looking after yourself and 

properties. 

 

 

John 

 

Freedom means being able to do what you want when you want, and having the 

right to say yes and no without being told to. It is to decide what you want to do in 

life and what you have to do to gain your freedom. 

 

Responsibility for me means having responsibility to look after someone and if 

anything goes wrong it’s your fault and you’re responsible. 

 

 



 
 

386 

Appendix 7 
 
Quotes chosen by Sam for students to work with 
 
Power is relations; power is not a thing, it is a relationship between two 
individuals, a relationship which is such that one can direct the behaviour of 
another or determine the behaviour of another.  
(Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 1997,135) 
 
 
‘The educated person is the adapted person because he or she is better “fit” for 
the world. Translated into practice, this concept is well suited to the purpose of 
the oppressors ,whose tranquility rests on how well people fit the world the 
oppressors have created, and how little they question it.  
 (Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, (1970) London, Penguin 1996, 57) 
 
 
‘Work that is not free ceases to be a fulfilling pursuit and becomes an effective 
means of dehumanization.’  
(Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, (1970) London, Penguin 1996, 126) 
 
 

Appendix 8 
 
 
BND Art and Design YEAR 2  - POWER  
Group work taught by Sam 2010 
 
1. List 5 people who have power over you. 
 
2. List 5 aspects of power that each has over you 
 
3. List 5 people you have power over. 
 
4. List 5 aspects of power you have over these people. 
 
5. END OF EACH DAY: At different stages photograph the LARGE GROUP 
BRAINSTORM (2 WEEKS) 
 
6. I have issues with…(photograph of student holding a print out of Jungian test) 
http://similarminds.com/word/ 
 
7. Answers to Paul Thek questions (page 1-3). 
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8. Political analysis of a painting. 
- The allegory of Good and Bad Government’ by Ambrogio Lorenzetti 
- Left, Right, None. (Socialism; Communism; Fascism; Capitalism; Anarchism). 
 
9. Analysis of George Orwell’s ‘Animal Farm’. 
 
10. Analysis of Russian Constructivism (focus on El Lissitzky ‘Red Wedge’, 
Rodchenko’s uniform designs, Bauhaus theatre costumes) 
 
11. Masks, costumes and set design for a Constructivist rendition of Animal 
Farm. 
 
12. Re-brand (Constructivist style) the Animal Liberation Front. 
 
13. Stop motion animation of Constructivist rendition of Animal Farm. 
 
14. Analysis of Nazi aesthetics (Leni Riefenstahl, uniform markings) and its  re-
appropriation (Queer politics, Punk). Explore other re-appropriations. 
 
15. Analysis of Education. 
 
16. Quotes photographed in the education environment using Riefenstahl-
like/Kruger-like techniques. 
 
17. Analysis of Stanley Kubrick’s ‘A Clockwork Orange’. 
18. Analysis of Prisons – From Dungeons to CCTV 
 
19. Can you construct a functioning lamp that illustrates the concept of freedom? 
 
20. Analysis of Adbusters. 
 
21. Company de-branding. Research into the unethical aspects of a well-known 
brand. Record your findings. Communicate this (unknown) information to the 
public through altering the company’s advertising. 
 
22. What do you think of money? Make a structure explaining to me your concept 
of money, or out of  
money. 
 
23. Make a large folded-paper aeroplane, paint on it a slogan which you think will 
revolutionise your life. 
 
24. Design a box within a box to illustrate selfishness. 
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