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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

As student voice has become popularised as a school reform
strategy, it has been critiqued as another instrumental strategy
that schools may use to govern students’ speech, bodies and
subjectivities. What necessitates further analysis is the relation
between student voice and regulatory modes of governance
entwined with geopolitical attention to security in and beyond
disciplinary institutions. In this article, ethnographic accounts
from students at a comprehensive coeducational public secondary
school where student voice was adopted as a school reform
strategy are read with and through a policy context concerned
with security (in particular, the Australian Government’s Schools
Security Programme and the Living Safe Together policy strategy),
and Foucault’s problematisations of ‘security’ in lectures published
in Security, Territory, Population. It is argued that student voice is
entwined with contemporary security policies and practices; securing the material borders of the school is inextricable from limits
placed on the discursive articulation of feeling in and beyond
school gates.
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Student voice is part of a liberal democratic vision of schools as ‘democratic spheres,
as places where the skills of democracy can be practised, debated, and analysed’
(Giroux, 1986, p. 48). Advocates argue that student voice practices foster dialogue
between students and teachers (Cook-Sather, 2002) and lived experiences of active
citizenship (Holdsworth, 2000). Such initiatives have been associated with feelings of
‘trust’ (Cook-Sather, 2002) and ‘respect’ (Baroutsis, Mills, McGregor, Te Riele, &
Hayes, 2016, p. 132). Yet, students’ voices are frequently not apprehended in such
positive terms: some voices may be perceived to be ‘too strident, too oﬀensive or too
irresponsible’ (Fielding, 2004, p. 303). Critical analyses of such responses have
drawn attention to the classed, gendered and raced nature of schooling’s discursive
norms that condition which voices are ‘heard’ and which voices are dismissed
(Arnot & Reay, 2007). As student voice has become popularised as a school reform
strategy, it has been critiqued as another instrumental strategy that schools may use
to govern students’ speech, bodies and subjectivities (Bragg, 2007); schools may
adopt student voice in school reform processes in order to de-fuse and gently mould
‘potentially disruptive perspectives’ (Fielding, 2004, p. 298).
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A number of analyses of the institutional ‘enactment’ (Ball, Maguire, Braun, 2012) of
‘student voice’ in school reform have drawn on Michel Foucault’s work on governmentality. Foucault’s (1991) later work on governmentality extends his genealogical account
(1977) of how institutions (schools, prisons, hospitals) in disciplinary societies diﬀerentiate bodies through the division of time and space, enabling individuals to be monitored,
ranked and classiﬁed – for example, schooling’s divisions of individual bodies according
to age, gender, ‘ability’ and ‘risk’ (as an exemplar, see Hunter, 1994). According to
Foucault (2007), mechanisms of care, choice and reward work alongside mechanisms of
punishment to mould bodies into subjects and secure populations. In these modes of
governance, however, relations of power are dynamic and productive rather than a
possession that one has or does not have or a structure that one is positioned within.
Power circulates within local, unstable relations and networks and is produced from
moment to moment in everyday, mundane relations and practices (Foucault, 1976/
1990, pp. 92–94).
Thinking with Foucault, Bragg (2007) has demonstrated how ‘student voice now
appears to be fully compatible with [school] government and management objectives’
(p. 344). A number of analyses of student voice following Bragg have argued that
student voice may be a technology through which students are encouraged to take
responsibility for their bodies and speech (e.g. Raby, 2014; Robinson & Taylor, 2013).
These analyses have situated student voice in relation to neoliberal logics of consumer
culture and performativity beyond the school’s gates: students, positioned as consumers, are encouraged to make good choices, shape their ‘voices’ to accord with middle
class norms for ‘diplomatic’ speech, and thus entrepreneurially form themselves into
‘successful’ student subjects.
What necessitates further elaboration, however, is the relation between student voice
and regulatory modes of governance beyond the individual body in the enclosed
institution, entwined with geopolitical politics of feeling that have recalibrated feelings
of trust and suspicion beyond disciplinary institutions in the name of security. To put it
another way, in the context of the ‘war on terror’, the ways in which bodies and voices
are apprehended, interpreted, and ‘listened’ to, and/or monitored, is entangled with
particular aﬀective associations with the speaker’s gendered, classed and raced identities
(or presumed identities). While young people move through intersectional ‘heterogeneous dispositions’ in and beyond school, young people identifying (or identiﬁed) as
Arab Australian and/or as Muslim ‘bear the consequences of an over-determined
subject position’ following September 11 (Abdel-Fattah, 2016, pp. 327, 329). In contemporary Western democracies, Arab and/or Muslim populations have become constructed as ‘suspect communities’ subjected to disproportionate restrictions on civil
liberties and increased surveillance (Kundnani, 2012, p. 3). While the consequences of
these geopolitics on young people’s experiences of schooling have been explored elsewhere (see below), the relationship between student voice in schools and these broader
geopolitical shifts has not been explored.
Ethnography’s close attention to the situated accounts of local actors is valuable in
analysing the relationship between voice and security, particularly when the microintensities of local experiences and events are connected with feelings and discourses in
global circulation (Nguyen, 2016). This ethnographic analysis of voice and security is
inﬂuenced by the work of feminist and critical race scholars attuned to the politics of
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feeling, particularly in relation to institutions. Feelings, as Sara Ahmed (2004) explains,
emerge ‘from the thickness of sociality itself’ and ‘rehearse associations that already in
place’ (pp. 28, 39) – for example, gendered emotional norms that construct women as
irrational and overly emotional, and Orientalist associations of the Muslim male with
violence (Morsi, 2017; Said, 1995). While individuals’ accounts of their feelings are
socially, historically and culturally bound interpretations, such accounts suggest some
of the ‘very surfaces and boundaries’ that interpretations of feelings produce between
self, other and the social (Ahmed, 2004, p. 10). Interpretations of feeling are always
subject to political questions of who decides what feelings are acceptable and unacceptable and how such feelings should be ‘expressed’.

Voices, policies and ‘security’
In this article, data from a 2013 ethnography of student voice in school reform are
thought with policies that were contemporaneous to the period of ﬁeldwork, policies
published following the ﬁeldwork, and with Michel Foucault’s problematisations of
security in his Security, Territory, Population lectures given in 1978. Rather than
understanding voice ‘data’ to ‘speak for themselves’, or policies as ‘contextualising’
the ﬁeldwork, or overlaying theory onto transcripts and policy texts, this article thinks
through the multiplicities of data, policy and theory – how they produce varying eﬀects
and aﬀects when re-assembled into diﬀerent relations.
Data are mobile – physical ‘voices’ transposed into written transcripts may be read
and re-read anew across time-space and in arrangements with other texts. There is no
‘raw [participant] voice’ that ‘speaks for itself’ in a research text; ‘as researchers, we are
always already shaping the “exact words”’ of ‘participants’ (Mazzei & Jackson, 2012,
p. 746, their emphasis) according to our interests and questions. Voice, for Mazzei
(2013), ‘cannot be thought as existing separately from the milieu in which it exists’
(p. 734) – its discursive-aﬀective-material assembling that shifts across time and space.
Moving beyond simply contextualising an interview event, the researcher may ‘pay
attention to the diﬀerent spatial and temporal dimensions of voice’ (Mazzei & Jackson,
2017, p. 1095). St. Pierre (2008) unsettles ‘when’ ‘the interview’ occurs: there is the
‘space/time of the “oﬃcial” tape-recorded conversation’, but the interview may ‘continue in other “unoﬃcial” conversations […] in other spaces – in dreams – and in other
spaces and times’ (p. 321).
Like the impossibility of ‘extracting’ a ‘raw voice’ that ‘speaks for itself’, a ‘policy text’
too, is not conﬁned to a speciﬁc place and time of composition and subsequent
‘translation’. Policies move and morph, with the ‘enactment’ of a policy producing
eﬀects other than (what may or may not have been) the ‘intention’ of the policy
writer(s) (Ball et al., 2012). Rather than looking from policy to later enactment alone,
however, I argue that there is analytic potential in looking ‘back’, before the publication
and enactment of a policy. Reading ethnographic voices from a study prior to the
publication of particular policies in other time-space conﬁgurations enables the generation of accounts of aﬀective-discursive-material conditions that are thoroughly
entwined with the composition of particular policies (cf. Webb, 2014).
Bringing these voices and policies, in turn, into relation with theory – Foucault’s
problematisations of ‘security’ – enables new ways of thinking the relation between

CRITICAL STUDIES IN EDUCATION

383

voice and security. Thinking with ‘voices (of data, of theory)’, we can ‘see what emerges
in the middle’ (Mazzei & Jackson, 2012, p. 747). This approach (thinking voice with
policies and theory) may be described as educational research that traverses temporalities; across time-space conﬁgurations, ‘voice[s] of participants’, policy voices, ‘theoretical voices’ (Mazzei & Jackson, 2012, p. 747), and so on, are thought together to
consider the discursive-aﬀective-material milieu within which policies are crafted.
This is to ‘think simultaneously with everyone’s ideas’ [ethnographic voices, policies,
theorists] in attempts to ‘make a diﬀerent sense’ of an object of inquiry (St. Pierre, 2008,
p. 330) – the relationship between student voice and security.
Voices
The ethnographic accounts below were generated in the ﬁnal year of a school reform
period (2013), through a range of research activities with students previously and
currently in a student voice group, and with other students, teachers and parents. In
2013, approximately 586 students were enrolled at this school, with 86% of students
from a Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE). The school is described in
the 2013 Annual School Report as ‘a community that believes quality education is the
result of a reciprocal partnership between staﬀ, students and family’ and that ‘takes
pride in providing an inclusive learning environment for its multicultural student base’
(p. 1). This ‘multicultural student base’ includes a signiﬁcant majority of students
identiﬁable as Arab Australian and/or as Muslim.
This school received Australian federal and state government targeted reform funding for low socioeconomic school communities between 2010 and 2013
(Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations, National Partnerships for Smarter Schools, & NSW Department of Education
and Communities, 2012). At this school, part of this funding was used to facilitate a
student voice initiative – establishing a group that became known as the ‘Steering
Committee.’ Each year of the reform funding, a representative group of approximately
twenty students were positioned as co-researchers; they researched and reported on
how students were feeling about school, teaching and learning, themselves as learners,
and the curriculum (see Mayes et al., 2013).
Throughout 2013, as a researcher (on leave without pay from my teaching position at
the school), I visited the school between 2 and 5 days a week. I was interested in how,
over time, students, teachers and parents made meaning of past and present experiences
of student voice. As a former teacher and a facilitator of the student voice initiative in
its ﬁrst two years (2010 and 2011), previously established relationships with students,
staﬀ and parents aﬀorded familiarity in many of the 67 formal interviews and focus
groups with 100 students, teachers and parents, as well as in countless other informal
conversations. Students, teachers and parents frequently spoke in frank terms about
how student voice, as a school reform strategy, felt, from their situated vantage points.
It was after the year of ethnographic ﬁeldwork that particular policies beyond the
school’s gates refracted the sense that I had ethnographically constructed of how
student voice felt. Policy imperatives for schools to be ‘secure’, and for schools to
‘prevent’ and ‘intervene’ to ‘take action against violent extremism’ (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2015, para. 1), provoked me to re-think and re-encounter the traces of
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mundane lived aﬀects in this school, and to re-read some of the ethnographic accounts
generated in 2013. Research exchanges later transcribed became not only utterances
relating to particular past events, but simultaneously articulated with present political
discourses and feelings.
Policies
The ethnographic accounts below are read in relation to contemporaneous and subsequent policies shaping the material infrastructure of schools to ‘protect’ them, and
policies associated with ‘prevention’ and ‘intervention’ that constitute schools and
community groups as sites where ‘young people vulnerable to radicalisation’1 may be
‘encounter[ed]’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2015, p. 3).
‘Protection’
Before, during, and after this period of ﬁeldwork, Australian government federal
funding was committed to support the construction of ‘protective’ security infrastructure (including closed-circuit television, security lighting etc.): the $18 million Schools
Security Programme (launched in 2007 as the Secure Schools Programme) provided
‘non-recurrent funding for security infrastructure, such as closed-circuit television
(CCTV) systems, lighting and fences, and for the cost of employing security guards’
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2018a, p. 3). The Coalition Government’s policy statement on the Safer Communities Fund introduced this extended funding with a statement of their ‘Key Commitments’: to keep ‘Australia safe and secure’ through measures
to ‘secure’ Australia’s national borders2 alongside measures to ‘make our streets and
communities safer’ (The Turnbull Coalition Team, 2016, p. 2).
While governments have long been committed to ‘protecting’ the boundaries of
schools from uninvited intruders, this policy juxtaposition of the ‘protect[ion]’ of
schools with the ‘secur[ing]’ of Australia’s borders suggests an association between
securing the borders of the state/nation and the school that is worth further exploration.
In Australia, Taylor (2017) has tracked the emergence of the ‘Surveillance School’,
arguing that ‘[g]lobally, schoolchildren are fast emerging as one of the most heavily
surveilled non-criminal populations’ (p. 415, her emphasis). Hope (2015), mapping the
‘proliferation of surveillance devices in schools’ (p. 843), wonders about the relationship
between government funding for security infrastructure for schools and their resulting
fortiﬁcation: ‘Without such funding opportunities it is unlikely that the provision of
school security devices would be so widespread’ (p. 846). Educational ethnographies
have explored the escalation of security practices in North American schools, and the
relationship between ‘security’, pedagogical relationships and the state (e.g. Devine,
1996). In Nguyen’s (2016) ethnography of a U.S. high school’s security infrastructure
and curricular focus on training ‘poor and working class youth of color’ for jobs in
‘Homeland Security’ (pp. 6, 5), students’ ‘fearful’ concerns about an outside adult
intruder attacking the school’ are juxtaposed with teachers’ gendered, raced, and classed
accounts of their ‘fear of their own students’; ‘whom they feared varied’ (p. 228, 222). To
return to the Australian context, the stated policy commitment to securing borders and
ﬂows compels an analysis of changes in governance and subjectiﬁcation in and beyond
schools, and of how these practices of governance are apprehended by students. Indeed,
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other policies and practices beyond those stated to ‘protect’ actively intervene into
students’ lives.
‘Prevention’ and ‘intervention’
Other policy texts published at a similar time included ‘counter-terrorism’ measures
declared to ‘prevent’ violent extremism and ‘intervene’ into the lives of those
(perceived to be) ‘at risk’. These policy texts constitute a shift in notions of ‘security’
in relation to schools – from protection alone (from danger beyond the school’s
boundaries), to security threats within. The logics of Australian government
approaches to counter-terrorism document echo approaches adopted in the U.K.
Government’s Prevent programme (Her Majesty’s Government, 2011). In the U.K.,
measures to ‘channel’ (Her Majesty’s Government, 2012) those ‘at risk’ or ‘vulnerable’ to recruitment to ‘violent extremism’ ‘through state interventions styled as
“support packages”’ have been demonstrated to target children and young people
of Muslim faith (Coppock, 2014, p. 118). Coppock (2014) has critically analysed the
U.K. Government’s Learning Together to be Safe: A Toolkit to help schools contribute
to the prevention of violent extremism (U.K. Department of Children, Schools and
Families [DCSF], 2008) for its consequent practices of ‘monitoring, surveillance and
“disciplining” of Muslim children and young people “in their best interests”, on
behalf of the state’ (p. 123). Such monitoring and surveillance practices in support of
‘preventing’ violent extremism have been critiqued as bolstering Islamophobic constructions of Muslim identities as ‘suspect’, eliding broader inequalities and injustices
(Kundnani, 2012; Shain, 2011), and as pathologising dissent, precluding discussion of
controversial ideas and politics, and damaging relations of trust in state institutions
through increased scrutiny of the speech and behaviour of the individual perceived
to be ‘at risk’ (O’Donnell, 2016).
Notwithstanding early critiques of U.K. approaches to counter-terrorism, the
Australian Government’s Attorney-General’s Department’s booklet Preventing Violent
Extremism and Radicalisation in Australia (PVERA) (Commonwealth of Australia,
2015) was sent to community organisations and schools3 after the period of ﬁeldwork,
with resonances of the U.K. government’s Learning to be safe ‘toolkit’. Published within
the Australian Government policy strategy Living Safe Together (2016) (Commonwealth
of Australia, 2018b), the PVERA booklet encourages family, community groups, schools
and law enforcement to ‘intervene’ and ‘prevent’ (so-called) radicalisation to violent
extremism. In the PVERA document, intervention is to be accompanied by ‘[e]ncourag[ing] them [the person perceived to be “at risk” of radicalisation] to participate in free
lessons or programs available for people who feel disconnected or don’t have a voice in
society’ (2015, p. 23). This encouragement to participate in dialogical programs accords
with Spalek and Imtoual’s (2007) description of a ‘softer’ approach to counter-terrorism
that ‘overlap[s]’ and is ‘inextricably linked’ with a ‘harder’, interventionist approach
(p. 190). Spalek and Imtoual (2007) analyse how ‘community engagement’ strategies
encourage dialogue ‘with governments on the terms set by those governments’; there
are ‘unequal partners’ in these engagement processes (pp. 186, 195). According to
Spalek and Imtoual, those who participate in these processes are encouraged to engage
in practices of self-policing and surveillance of their community, creating ‘tensions’ in
negotiating ‘a tenuous path between being a “good” Muslim community member and/
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or being a “good” citizen’ (Spalek & Imtoual, 2007, p. 185). Opportunities to ‘have a
voice’ may thus be another way to attempt to steer and neutralise diverging political
perspectives (Low, 2016; Morsi, 2017).
These critical analyses and ethnographic accounts foreground the signiﬁcance of
the discursive conditions of schools and classrooms – what can and cannot be
spoken and heard in and beyond schools. How student voice initiatives in schools
are experienced by students, in the context of governmental approaches to ‘security’
and counter-terrorism, has yet to be explored. However, such accounts need to be
read with an understanding of historical and contemporary modes of governance
and ‘security’.
Problematising security
Foucault’s 1978 lectures at the Collège de France, published in Security, Territory,
Population (Foucault, 2007), oﬀer resources to think through the relation between
contemporary regulatory modes of governance and historic disciplinary modes of
governance, particularly with respect to the work of schools. In these lectures,
Foucault announced his intention to extend4 an ‘“institutional-centric” approach’
(p. 116) on ‘mechanisms of discipline’ towards analyses of social ‘apparatuses of
security’ (dispositif de sécurite) through a problematisation of ‘security’. Foucault’s
method of problematisation maps ‘the transformations of the diﬃculties and obstacles
of a practice into a general problem for which one proposes diverse practical solutions’
((1994/1997), p. 118). Mapping historical shifts in the normative order makes possible a
consideration of the ways in which a population is ordered by another group through a
division of a territory (for example, the gridding of space and networks of power) ‘for
the purposes of providing “security” to the grouping, and thereby governing complexity
and contingency’ (Lemm & Vatter, 2014, p. 6). Foucault’s problematisations of security
become useful for thinking through the relationship between student voice and security
practices, beyond individuals and beyond the enclosed institution.
Foucault’s historicising of ‘security’ attends to the relationship between disciplinary
power (anatomo-politics of the individual body) and regulatory power (biopolitics –
concerned with the regulation of life itself beyond individual bodies). Through historicising security, Foucault understands security as ‘an ensemble of mechanisms by which
the biopolitical imperative to make life live is operationalized governmentally’ (Dillon &
Neal, 2008, p. 12). Foucault draws attention to mechanisms developed from the 18th
century onwards, beyond (only) disciplinary surveillance of individual bodies, moving
towards ‘the distribution and statistical patterning of behaviour’ (Dillon & LoboGuerrero, 2008, p. 277) and the control of ﬂows of persons, commodities and information (Gros, 2014). I focus here on Foucault’s two problematisations of security associated with ‘modern times’ (Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008, p. 274).
A familiar modern understanding of security is of ‘sovereign security’: the maintenance of the external security of the state through the defence of territory (Gros, 2014,
p. 22); the state is the ‘sole object and sole subject of security’ (p. 24), and the aim is
‘closure’ (p. 25). Sovereign security operates with a presupposition of ‘centralised
surveillance of internal and external enemies, all submitted to the total control of the
state’ (p. 27, Gros’ emphasis). This sense of security may be aligned with modes of
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centralised surveillance of national borders and institutional boundaries that enclose
and secure territory – for example, in the Australian Government’s Operation Sovereign
Borders and Schools Security Programme.
According to Gros’ (2014) reading of Foucault, in contemporary times, ‘human
security’ has become the ‘object of security’ alongside sovereign security: ‘living populations and individuals’ become ‘what must be protected’ (p. 13). Rather than (only)
concerned with physically securing and closing sovereign borders, the focus becomes
the securing and control of ﬂows, ‘circulations and exchanges’ that are physical (bodies
and commodities), virtual (information, images, data), and aﬀective (Gros, 2014, pp. 24,
25). ‘[F]low control’ of ‘movements and communications’ is ‘decentralised’, raising
questions of access to these ﬂows (Gros, 2014, p. 27, his emphasis). In this contemporary age of security, ‘everything that is involved in the life of civil populations becomes
an object of security’ (Gros, 2014, pp. 13–14). Divisions between ‘interior and exterior,
criminal and enemy, the political and the natural’ are abolished (Gros, 2014, p. 26).
Rather than protecting the population from the external enemy, there emerges the
ﬁgure of the ‘suspect’, who is ‘non-locatable and unpredictable’, turning ‘me into a
stranger even to my closest neighbours’ (Gros, 2014, p. 27). This is thus an ‘age of
suspicion and distrust: suspect individuals, suspicious packages, suspect food’ (Gros,
2014, p. 27). This transformation in ‘security’ necessitates an empirical re-examination
of how ‘security’ currently works (alongside ‘voice’) in historically disciplinary institutions such as schools.

‘Too much pressure’
In thinking through the relationship between student voice and security, I read an
extract from a focus group transcript and initially think with Foucault’s disciplinary
power (anatomo-politics of the individual body). A conversation with a group of Year
10 students5 about their research experiences6 drifted into an account of classroom
interactions:
Batata:

Jeﬀ Seid:

Eve:
Jeﬀ Seid:

Eve:

When you get in trouble they [teachers] always mention it. […] [Adopts a
stern voice] ‘You’re in Steering Committee.’ […] They kept mentioning the
Steering Committee – I don’t know why. […] I had detention once, and
the teacher pulled me over to the table – the whole class was in detention
with me – and she pulls me over to the table and she’s like, telling me that
‘you’re in Steering Committee, you have to set an example.’ […]
Cause they [teachers] expect you to understand the rules ’cause you’ve
been learning them and I understand more because the teachers have to go
through all this stuﬀ –
You do understand them more?
Yeah I think that I do understand them more. So if I think that I understand them more, teachers probably think that we should understand
them and show some more respect.
How do you think about that? Do you think, ‘I understand them more so I
should be diﬀerent’ or, ‘that’s not fair to expect me to be completely
diﬀerent’?
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Jeﬀ Seid:

Eve:

Shaniqua:
Batata:
Shaniqua:

You change – you understand the rules now and understand why they’re
in place, whereas other people just think that they’re there to make their
lives miserable.
[…]
When the teachers speak to you like that: ‘you’re in Steering Committee,
you’re supposed to set an example’, does that make you want to be better,
or what does that make you think?
No, it makes you feel that they pretty much expect heaps from just us, it’s
like they don’t –
(Whispering) Too much pressure.
Yeah, too much pressure on us. They expect so much from us, but really,
we can only do little things – like limited things. They expect us to do so
much.

The account of the ‘voices’ in this transcript accords with Bragg’s (2007) analysis of
student voice as a ‘technology of governance’ (p. 346), encouraging ‘individuals to
constitute themselves as active, responsible and choosing subjects’ (p. 355). In this
transcribed account, the teacher’s words interpellate Batata into the subject position of
‘example’ to other students and incite particular modes of work on the self. Bragg
describes this as an ‘ethico-political strategy’: ‘a new form of internal policing in which
students become their own critics’ (p. 352). Batata becomes hyper-visible to other
students as a student from the Steering Committee – spatially positioned apart from
his peers, and discursively positioned as needing to diﬀerentiate his behaviour from
others. There is ‘a reorientation of bonds away from the peer group in ways that can
reinforce or create divisions’ (Bragg, 2007, p. 351). Reading student Jeﬀ Seid’s words
with Bragg (2007), ‘understanding’ has been produced through participation in student
voice work, as students have been ‘guided, facilitated and supervised through speciﬁc
techniques that delimit what can be said, and how speakers conceive of themselves –
techniques for shaping subjectivity’ (Bragg, 2007, p. 349). This logic compels students
who have ‘had a voice’ and have been given greater ‘understanding’ of the challenges of
teachers’ jobs to change their own attitude and behaviour in processes of selfsubjectiﬁcation.
Yet, Batata and Shaniqua, in this transcript, assert that this expectation places ‘too
much pressure’ on them individually. Bragg (2007) writes that ‘taking individual
responsibility for one’s own learning increases pressure around failure, as material
and structural factors are implicitly exempted from blame’ (p. 353). It is possible to
resist or refuse this ‘pressure’, at the risk of becoming ‘marginalised as deviant or risky
subjects who threaten the new normativity’ (Bragg, 2007, p. 354). As student voice work
is deployed to ‘serve the self-interests of the school and ensure organisational success’
(Bragg, 2007, p. 348), ‘it creates new alignments of loyalty and establishes a social
obligation to improve the school and identify with it,’ and generates ‘new categories of
problematic students in the process’ (Bragg, 2007, p. 356).
This analysis of the pressure placed on individualised bodies is compelling, enabling
an account of the discursive conditions that constrain students’ speech in schools.
However, we may question what other apparatuses of security are at work, and the
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relationship between the disciplining and self-disciplining of bodies and the control of
physical, virtual and aﬀective ﬂows.
‘It makes me feel more insecure a little’
Another account was generated during a focus group with three Year 11 students in
2013, who had been part of the student voice group (the Steering Committee) when
they were in Year 9. During this focus group, we discussed their memories of their time
in the Steering Committee and their research experiences,7 even as the focus group
conversation drifted into other topics. The students spoke about the school’s security
gates and cameras and an experience when they visited an independent girls’ school in a
leafy green suburb to further their research about teaching and learning practices. Later,
I re-read this transcript alongside contemporaneous policy texts and Foucault’s work,
thinking about the students’ discussion of gates, mobile phones, and ‘trust’.
Abu George:
Onetwothree:
Abu George:
Onetwothree:

Abu George:
Onetwothree:
Abu George:

Onetwothree:
Abu George:
Onetwothree:
Abu George:
Onetwothree:
Abu George:
Onetwothree:

Sarah:
Onetwothree:
Sarah:

We saw their classes, we saw how they act.
We seen that they had a bit more freedom than us. Like –
They had diﬀerences.
Yeah, they had diﬀerences. They’re allowed to have their phone but,
play with it at recess. In class, everyone had it in their bag or in their
pocket, and they weren’t using it at all. That was a diﬀerence. How –
they could just walk around the whole classroom. They could walk
around the classroom and the teacher knows they’re not going to do
nothing wrong.
And the fact is that they –
They had a two-way street – they had a lot of trust in them and stuﬀ
like that.
And the fact is there, you know how they got to the other side of the
school and, they had to cross the road. They had the trust in them to
cross the road, where in this school, we’re getting – instead of giving us
more trust, they’re actually giving us less of a trust, they’re building
more fences, more gates You have to walk to the front It makes me feel more insecure a little. I feel like I walk into a jail.
You walk into their school – yeah they probably got one camera at the
front of their school and the oﬃce.
Important.
– Not in their rooms –
Where you get spied at, like we are.
They think we’re into [indecipherable] everything, and being watched.
They think like you know we’re going to plant a bomb or something.
But we’re not.
I get it for like safety reasons.
Yeah – for safetyLike if there’s going to be a ﬁght or something. But they overdid it like
with the fences and needing to buzz to get into the gate. […]
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Eve:
Onetwothree:
Abu George:

So you went to that school and noticed those diﬀerences. How did that
make you feel about school here?
I wanted our school to be like that.
We want more trust.

In this transcript, these students commentate on their school’s mobile phone policy,
and on the recent installation of extra gates at their school. The school’s mobile phone
policy was consistent with the NSW Department of Education and Training (2013) legal
advice on the use of mobile phones in schools, which states that ‘[m]obile phones may
provide students travelling to and from schools or institutes with a degree of security’,
but that outlines conditions for schools to control the use of mobile phones in schools
to minimise their ‘inappropriate use’ – including sexting, recording or ﬁlming classes
without consent, ﬁlming ﬁghts, and downloading ‘inappropriate material’ (p. 1). Extra
gates, similarly, had been recently installed using funding for school security. Both the
control of the use of mobile phones and the installation of gates are ‘prophylactic’:
‘Security is essentially posed as a protective or preservative measure thrown around a
valued subject or object, which subject or object is presumed to exist prior to, and
independent of, the security practices which aim to act in their welfare’ (Dillon & LoboGuerrero, 2008, p. 276). In the logics of the mobile phone policy, containing the use of
mobile phones outside of school hours (with students to register and leave their phones
at the school oﬃce during school hours) prevents the intrusion or generation of
particular ﬂows of ‘inappropriate’ images and information through the school. The
gates, too, are constructed to protect and preserve the school grounds and the population therein. However, Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero (2008) argue, after Foucault, that
these security practices do not protect pre-existing subjects and objects, but are instrumental in ‘constituting the very subjects and objects which they claim to secure’
(p. 276).
What the students say in this transcript suggests the subjects and objects that are
constituted through these apparatuses of security. There are disparities in the control of
ﬂows of bodies (embodied mobilities), commodities (phones) and information enabled
through and beyond these two school spaces. Student Onetwothree recalls that the students
at the independent school were ‘allowed to have their phone’ and to ‘play with it at recess.’
There are diﬀerences in embodied mobility aﬀorded to some bodies and inhibited for
others, and the pedagogical relationalities that this movement aﬀords and shuts down: they
can ‘walk around the whole classroom and the teacher knows they’re not going to do
nothing wrong.’ The open boundary at the independent school – students passing in and
out of public and school spaces – is associated, in this transcript, with the independent
school’s ‘trust in them.’ Taylor (2017) notes the ‘divergence and unevenness of the
introduction of surveillance technology in schools’ between countries (p. 414), but here,
there is an unevenness of security practices within the same city that align with particular
classed and raced demographics. Their school’s gate is associated with criminalised (and
racialised) subjectivities – those who would ‘plant a bomb’, and a space that feels ‘like a jail.’
Abu George articulates feeling ‘more insecure’. Taylor (2017) argues that surveillance
technologies can be ‘ushered in with promises of safeguarding children’, to ‘enhance a
sense of security’, but they can also ‘conjure feelings of anxiety, loss of privacy and mistrust’
(p. 424). While they articulate acceptance of the ‘[i]mportan[ce]’ (Abu George) of cameras
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for ‘safety’ (Sarah and Onetwothree), cameras are suggested to be diﬀerentially deployed at
their school to ‘sp[y] at’ students. Notwithstanding potential alternative interpretations of
the function of the mobile phone policy, cameras and gates,8 their function and aﬀective
intensities are apprehended and interpreted by the students in arrangement with other
experiences.
The feeling of ‘freedom’ – such as the comparative ‘freedom’ that these students
describe at the independent school – is an eﬀect of the utilisation of apparatuses of
security that produce feelings of autonomy and constraint; freedom is entwined with
‘processes of circulations of people and things, the possibility of movement and change
of place as well as the option of circulation’ (Kelly, 2015, p. 108). The diﬀerential ways
in which particular schools organise bodies, spaces, gates, and the ﬂows of bodies,
commodities and information are felt by these students to communicate levels of ‘trust’,
and are productive not (only) of the embodied sense of ‘safety’, but also of ‘insecur[ity]’.
Such feelings of in/security are constituted in and through mundane, everyday routines,
material conﬁgurations and practices of governance.

‘It’s frustrating’
Reading these ﬁrst two transcripts, we may question extent to which the regulation of
ﬂows is negotiable – for example, through ‘student voice’ initiatives. In a third extract
from a transcript, the same group of Year 10 students described a meeting with the
Senior Executive, where they shared student survey responses from their research about
teaching and learning. A particular ﬁnding from their research was that a majority of
students ‘strongly agreed’ with the statement, ‘school rules get in the way of my learning’.
These data sparked a conversation with the Senior Executive about the school’s mobile
phone policy – a topic that had been raised by students every year of the student voice
initiative (2010–2013):
Shaniqua:

Batata:
Shaniqua:
Jeﬀ Seid:
Shaniqua:
Jeﬀ Seid:
Shaniqua:
Jeﬀ Seid:
Shaniqua:

We weren’t talking to [a member of the Senior Executive], she was talking
to us. She was trying to clear up some of the reasons why we aren’t
allowed mobile phones. […] She just thinks that, if we have our phones,
that we’ll be on them in class. […] I reckon there’s a better way of letting
children bring their phone but just not go on them go on them in class.
But we could have our phones and, if the teacher catches us, they take
them oﬀ us. […]
We could have them, but only have them at recess and lunch.
But there are students who would take pictures of like –
I wouldn’t trust them.
Teachers and stuﬀ.
I don’t trust the boys.
Yeah, the boys. […]
But would you trust people –
I don’t trust people at the [front] oﬃce [to hand phones in there] because I
know this one time someone’s phone got taken out from the oﬃce. […] I
want to bring my phone but I don’t want to give it to them [the oﬃce] and
I don’t want it taken oﬀ me. […]
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Eve:
Shaniqua:
Batata:
Shaniqua:
Batata:
Shaniqua:
Eve:
Batata:

But are you saying that there could be another way – but we don’t really
have those conversations about another way to deal with that phone issue?
I reckon if we did have that conversation she would just take over again
and try to support her point –
It does your head in.
She actually won’t – she’ll just be supporting her point – she won’t listen
to us. […]
It’s frustrating. Really frustrating.
It just gets to him.
That it won’t be listened to?
Yeah.

It is the unpredictable ﬂows of information that mobile phones aﬀord – ﬂows of
photographs, information, feelings – that are to be controlled through a strict mobile
phone policy; such a policy may oﬀer security through the governance of ‘complexity
and contingency’ (Lemm & Vatter, 2014, p. 6). These measures raise questions of
‘trust’ – whether or not students can trust ‘the boys’ not to ‘take pictures’, and whether
or not students can trust the oﬃce to care for their property. In this account, the
student voice ‘dialogical’ encounter with the senior executive became an occasion where
the necessity of these policies and restricted ﬂows was reinforced. Students’ perspectives
on the rules had been invited, but then the status quo was reinstated. Students ‘had a
voice’, and engaged in ‘dialogue’, and were then encouraged to accept the control of
these ﬂows as necessary for security (in student Jeﬀ Seid’s words, ‘you understand the
rules now and understand why they’re in place’). The necessity of these security
practices, since the students (particularly ‘the boys’) cannot be ‘trust[ed]’, becomes
internalised.
These experiences of ‘student voice’, alongside the embodied sense of security
practices, and conversations about these practices, may be productive of ‘frustration’
for some (not withstanding the possibility of alternative responses). There is a ‘delicate
trust that can come to exist between student and teacher’ that may be destroyed in such
moments (O’Donnell, 2016, p. 71). Read together with the two other transcripts, these
students’ experience of ‘dialogue’ may be read as an exercise in citizenship education.
These experiences may (inadvertently) teach students about the limits of their ‘voices’ to
eﬀect change in policies that impact on their everyday lives in school, and the need to
privilege ‘security’ over civil liberties.

Voice and security
These transcribed accounts of students, read across time with policy documents
and Foucault’s work, reinforce previous analyses of institutional responses to
‘voice’ as disciplinary. When voice becomes another way to focus attention on
the student perceived to be in need of ‘intervention’, such strategies become yet
another avenue through which young people can be monitored and governed. In a
milieu where teachers and school leaders are encouraged to monitor and report
students perceived to be ‘at risk’ of (so-called) radicalisation, student voice work
may become part of the undermining of relations of trust in schools, ‘silencing and
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marginalising students and staﬀ who might otherwise wish to engage in the
exploration of diﬃcult questions and ideas’ (O’Donnell, 2016, p. 54). Rather than
‘liberating’ the ‘voiceless’, experiences of ‘dialogue’ constitute subjects. Young
people learn signiﬁcant lessons about the boundaries of speech and political
engagement through experiences of ‘student voice’. The politics of feeling, and
lived experiences of not being listened to in schools, as they articulate with
experiences beyond school, inform students’ sense of the limits of who they
might be and what they might do in the world.
The materiality of gates, cameras, and the control of ﬂows – crossing the road,
walking in classrooms, and use of mobile phones – needs further attention, particularly
as these material conditions entwine with schooling’s discursive conditions. Such
arrangements and prohibitions communicate dis/trust to students, and are apprehended
as diﬀerentially distributed across territories and bodies. Abu George’s statement that
the construction of new gates at the school made him ‘feel more insecure’ might compel
a re-reading of the name of the Australian Government’s counter-extremism strategy:
‘Living Safe Together.’ Who is made to feel safe through these interventions, and who is
made to feel insecure? Regulation of physical, virtual and aﬀective ﬂows are not just the
surface conditions of classrooms or the backdrop to ‘dialogue’, but transversally articulate with broader conditions of surveillance, proﬁling, and conditions placed on speech
and dissent beyond schools’ gates.
This analysis does not negate the value of student voice work – such work is more
important than ever (see Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015). However, further
attention is needed to the milieu that is inseparable from voice. The milieu, for
Foucault (2007), is ‘the medium of an action and the element in which it circulates’;
‘apparatuses of security work, fabricate, organize, and plan a milieu’ as a ‘ﬁeld of
intervention’ (p. 21). In these accounts, students’ voices were inseparable from the
need for surveillance and constrained mobility; the borders of school were intertwined
with the limits placed on the discursive articulation of feeling. Broader experiences of
the ‘destruction of trust between citizens’ can become ‘corrosive for education, citizenship and democracy’ (O’Donnell, 2016, p. 71). Student voice does oﬀer vital resources
for experimentation with diﬀerent enactments of power relations. Yet, these student
voice initiatives are always entangled in their discursive-material-aﬀective conditions of
articulation – the present conditions of speech, mobility, and feeling in and beyond
school.

Notes
1. The noun radicalisation has recently become a portmanteau term to capture and describe a
labyrinth of concerns about national internal security, integration and dissident responses to
foreign policy. In Australia, concerns about the radicalisation of young people ampliﬁed
following the movement of a small number of young Australians across national borders to
Syria in 2014 and the 2015 shooting of a civilian police worker by a 15-year old young
person who attended a public school.
2. Framed in The Turnbull Coalition Team (2016) policy statement as having ‘stopped the
boats, ended the deaths at sea’ and released ‘all children stuck in detention’ (p. 2), Operation
Sovereign Borders has been demonstrated to have criminalised those seeking asylum and
rendered some lives less grievable than others in public discourse (Hodge, 2015).
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3. It must be acknowledged, however, that authors of this booklet have argued that it was never
intended for use in schools (Saﬁ, 2015).
4. Foucault stressed that ‘there is not the legal age, the disciplinary age, and the age of security’
as separate chronological ages, but that these modes of governance are entangled, overlapping and reinforcing each other (Foucault, 2007, p. 8).
5. Students chose their own pseudonyms.
6. In the year of their involvement in the Steering Committee (2012), these particular students
had been part of a students as co-researchers investigation into ‘learning’ at the school. As
part of their research, they designed and administered a survey with Year 9 students,
conducted classroom observations, interviewed teachers, and presented their research ﬁndings to teachers, and then to the Senior Executive of the school and, later, to students.
7. These particular students had been part of a students as co-researchers investigation into
‘teaching’ at the school in their year of involvement (2011). Their work involved classroom observations and interviews and focus groups with students and teachers, as well as
a visit to an independent girls’ school to present their emerging research ﬁndings,
conduct further classroom observations, and to interview students and teachers. These
students later presented their research ﬁndings to teachers and the Senior Executive at
their own school.
8. The oﬃcial rationale for the gate given to staﬀ and to students was to ensure that all visitors
to the school would need to enter the school via the front oﬃce area (rather than any
alternative entrance). Such a rationale is suggestive of a common sense ‘security narrative’
that ‘violent tragedies must be avoided at all costs and unruly students [and community
members] controlled’ (Hope, 2015, pp. 853–854). This rationale was discussed in staﬀ rooms
as well as by students. For instance, one teacher told me that she thought the gate functioned
to monitor the movement of staﬀ who smoked on their breaks; staﬀ would be compelled to
leave the school for a smoking break via the front oﬃce area.
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