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Introduction

In this paper I want to offer some critical reflections on the ways in which New Labour’s Third
Way has been understood from within the sociology of education in Britain. The paper is
in three parts. First, I consider what seem to me to have been the three main approaches that
British sociologists of education have adopted in attempting to make sense of the Third Way.
Second, I identify what I believe to be the limitations of these approaches. And third I argue for

a more complex conceptualisation that, I suggest, avoids the pitfalls of the other approaches.

Sociological understandings of New Labour’ s Third Way for education

It seems to me that sociological analyses of New Labour’s Third Way for education can
be divided into three broad types. The first approach sees it as essentially a continuation/
enhancement of the Conservative’s neo-liberal project. The second approach is to argue that
neo-liberal means are being harnessed to social democratic ends. And the third approach is to
emphasise what are viewed as the distinctively third way features of New Labour’s agenda,
for example, its emphasis on building social capital and promoting new forms of democratic

participation.

51



BEBRGHAR7+—5L No9

Essentially a continuation of the neo-liberal project

The first approach is represented by a carefully argued analysis of the New Labour project by

Sally Power and Geoff Whitty that was published in the Journal of Education Policy in 1998.

Power and Whitty began by identifying elements of what they called Old Left thinking, which

they listed as follows:

The promotion of renewed state involvement and investment in education. Here they
pointed to the projected additional £2 billion investment in education over the three
years from 1999.

New Labour’s distancing from the Conservative position that education can be left to
the market, as evidenced in its abolition of the nursery voucher scheme.

The more direct control of education by central government under New Labour,
seen, for example, in the requirement of local education authorities (LEAs) to
submit Education Development plans, limits on class sizes, and the introduction of
literacy and numeracy hours.

New Labour’s Sure Start programme which gives additional professional help to
families with young children in areas of poverty.

Policies ‘for the many not just the few’, e.g. the abolition of the Assisted Places
Scheme whereby state funds were used to subside private education.

New Labour’s pre-election commitment to end selection by ability.

However, Power and Whitty argued that these continuities with the ‘Old Labour’ agenda

were ‘rhetorical and symbolic rather than substantive and substantial’. They suggested that

essentially the policies largely represented a continuation of neo-liberalism. In particular they

point to:

The limited size of government investment in education compared to overall
reductions in funding over the previous 25 years.

The fact that quasi markets remain the principal means of distributing resources.
New Labour’s deficit view of LEAs, evidenced in the contracting out of key
functions to commercial companies in ‘failing’ LEAs, and in the Government’s
insistence that LEAs delegate more resources to schools.

New Labour’s emphasis on the values and priorities of the New Public Management,
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e.g. its emphasis on the importance of leadership skills, the development of more
sophisticated league tables to compare performance, target setting at national, local
and school levels, and the introduction of performance related pay (PRP).

. New Labour’s acceptance of inequality as a fact of life to be acknowledged rather
than a problem to be overcome, evidenced in its promotion of setting, denigration
of mixed ability teaching, extension of selection by aptitude through the specialist
technology college initiative, and its emphasis on provision for ‘gifted and talented’

students within in the Excellence in Cities programme.

Power and Whitty concluded that processes of marketization and privatization which were so
central to New Right education reforms have remained dominant but that these have simply

been relabelled using the fashionable terms of mutuality and partnership.

An emphasis on the continuities with the neo-liberal approach of the Conservatives is also
a feature of Jenny Ozga’s (2000) analysis. She talks about New Labour’s economising of
education by which she means that there is:
. A very heavy emphasis on the economic function of education and on its role
for preparing people for work within the context of a perceived shift to the so-
called knowledge economy. Here the main purpose of education is seen to be the
production of competitive, flexible, skilled workers who attract global capital.
. The adoption of business-derived management practices on a larger and deeper scale
than hitherto, exemplified by PRP and the development of national standards against
which school assessments of teachers are to be checked by external assessors.

o More business involvement in education.

Managerialism harnessed to social democratic ends

The second approach is the position adopted by Ross Fergusson, who has argued that New

Labour may be using the same managerialist means as the New Right but that these are

being harnessed to different ends. He has said that whilst setting standards and performance

monitoring has priority within New Labour’s agenda, the spotlight is on effective teaching for
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children in historically poorly performing schools. He has referred, somewhat dramatically, to

‘the three Zs in the quest for the radical centre’: Zeal, zones and zero tolerance:

Zero tolerance of institutional failure is the key antidote to social exclusion and
polarization. Zealous self-sacrificing commitment in pursuit of targets is the means
to secure adequate provision for all. The removal of bureaucratic obstacles to
innovation, rapid change and the targeting of resources in the [Education Action
Zones] all strive to raise standards where student achievement is lowest. Requiring
joined-up projects which link departments into cooperative projects is designed to
bring excluded students into mainstream provision.

(Fergusson 2000: 216)

Fergusson has suggested that where managerialism is being used to give higher priority to
policies which reverse some of the socially divisive effects of New Right policies, it may be

positively embraced by teachers as a purposeful approach to achieving greater social justice.

Stephen O’Brien (1999) has made some similar points although is less optimistic about the
potential of managerialism to be harnessed to democratic ends. He has argued that New

Labour have a pragmatic rather than ideological commitment to the market. As he has put it:

The market mechanism is accepted but is used orily as a medium through which
‘higher’ goals are achieved. These ‘higher’ goals include a commitment to social-
democratic ideals and represent the interests of ‘fairness’, ‘equality’, ‘equal

opportunity’, ‘democracy’ and the ‘social development’ of the individual.

Emphasis on distinctive third way features
The third approach emphasises what is distinctive about the Third Way by drawing attention

in particular to its concern with building social capital and promoting new more participative

forms of civic association. This is the approach adopted by David Halpin who has focussed
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particularly on the potential for the Education Action Zones policy to offer a blueprint for
a new form of democratic politics. The EAZ policy (which I will discuss in more detail
tomorrow) was a New Labour initiative launched in 1997, claimed by its architects to represent
a third way in public services provision. At the time of their announcement, EAZs were
described by the then School Standards Minister Steven Byers as ‘forerunners for the future

delivery of the public services in the next century’.

David Halpin takes this claim of Byers seriously drawing attention to a number of distinctive
features of EAZs including the policy’s commitment to across the board experimentation in
curriculum provision and its apparently innovative approach to self-governance. Halpin goes

as far as to suggest that:

if they fulfil their potential, [the Education Action Forums which are meant to run
EAZs] could provide a significant site of generative politics within which individuals
and groups, representing a wide variety of sometimes-conflicting interests, deliberate

and decide upon education policy and provision (Halpin 1999: 356).

Elsewhere Halpin has suggested that EAZs represent an experiment in social capital building.
Social capital theory suggests that educational underachievement is caused not just by
economic disadvantage but by social exclusion as well — that working-class families lack
the contacts and social networks that are available to middle-class families and the means of
exploiting them to their own personal advantage. Social capital building has been an explicit
plank of New Labour’s educational policies. Schemes for out-of-hours learning, breakfast
clubs, homework clubs, city learning centres are all aimed at recreating for working class

students the networks of learning support that middle-class families take for granted.

The limitations of these approaches

I do not have the time now to subject each of these approaches to detailed scrutiny. What
I do want to do is draw attention to two key limitations that I think they all share. The first

limitation is what I believe to be their tendencies towards essentialism and reductionism.

What I mean by this is that all three approaches seem to be intent on identifying New Labour’
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s ‘essential’ character, on reducing what is a profoundly complex amalgam of conflicting
policies to one key tendency. For Power and Whitty that tendency is what they see as its
essentially neo-liberal nature. What they call the Old Labour elements are viewed as rhetoric
and symbolism whereas the neo-liberal elements are substantive. For Fergusson, in contrast,
New Labour’s agenda is essentially concemed with social democratic ends. Whilst the neo-
liberal elements are recognised as being important these are viewed as means which, it seems
to me, are presented as somehow less significant than the social democratic ends. Finally, for
David Halpin, what is important about the Third Way is its distinctively third way features —

its emphasis on new more democratic modes of governance and the fostering of social capital.

The second limitation - which is understandable given that these analyses were developed
early in New Labour’s period of Government and therefore at a time when the policies were
only just beginning to be implemented - is the abstract, decontextualised nature of the analyses.
By this I mean that various purported elements of the Third way are considered in isolation
from each other, and there is no attempt to explore how the different elements might combine
together within real social contexts. This problem of abstraction and decontextualisation is not
limited to work in the sociology of education but was clearly apparent within the formulations
of the Third Way articulated by its proponents within the wider social policy and sociology

research community1.

Towards a more complex analysis

So far then I have argued that dominant conceptions of the Third Way within the sociology
of education have tended to be essentialist, reductionist, abstract and decontextualised. In the

remainder of this paper I want to set out two ways that I think we can avoid these pitfalls.

First, we need to develop a conceptualisation of New Labour’s Third Way that is not based on
any search for its ‘essential character’ but rather views it as a complex and unstable amalgam
of strands that are in tension with each other. Second, we need to develop conceptualisations of
New Labour’s Third Way that are based on a grounded, empirically informed analysis of how

New Labour policies are interpreted and enacted in practice.
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To take my first ‘way’ first, avoiding essentialising involves acknowledging a) strands that tend
to have been neglected within many accounts of the Third Way in education and b) tensions
between the various components of the Third Way. Elsewhere (Gewirtz 2002) I have used
the paradoxical designation, neo-liberal authoritarian humanism, to capture New Labour’s

unstable policy amalgam. Its various elements are summarised in this table:

Table 1: New Labour’ s Third way for Education

Neo-liberal elements Moral authoritarian/neo- Social democratic/humanistic
conservative elements elements
Markets, choice, diversity  Responsibilisation/ Redistribution of resources

Selectivity/differentiation ~ Resocialisation
Pédagogic traditionalism More democratic modes of
participation
Instrumental economism

Social inclusion/social capital

building
Managerialism
(e.g. competitive tendering, ‘Joined up’ solutions to
performance monitoring, disadvantage
target setting, PRP)

Education for citizenship
Privatisation/‘partnership’
Responding to diversity,

combating institutional racism

The elements in italics are those that appear to be neglected in dominant sociological
conceptualisations. These can be grouped under two main headings - moral authoritarianism
and curricular humanism — and they represent particular educational manifestations of what Le
Grand (1998) and Blair (1998) refer to as responsibility and community combined with what

Blair calls equal worth (see footnote 1).
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When I refer to the Third Way’s moral authoritarian dimension I mean initiatives that are
committed to responsibilising and resocialising particular sections of the population. For not
only is New Labour concerned about regulating teachers more effectively, they also want to
regulate parents by making them more responsible and, if necessary, forcing them to share the

values upon which strong communities are seen to depend. As Blair has argued,

Strong communities depend on shared values and a recognition of the rights and
duties of citizenship — not just the duty to pay taxes and obey the law, but the
obligation to bring up children as competent, responsible citizens, and to support
those — such as teachers — who are employed by the state in the task. In the past

we have tended to take such duties for granted. But where they are neglected, we
should not hesitate to encourage them and even enforce them, as we are seeking to
do with initiatives such as our ‘home-school contracts’ between schools and parents.
(Blair 1998: 12)

Thus there is a clear emphasis within New Labour’s third way agenda for education on
what Nikolas Rose (1996) has called ‘responsibilisation’ — the process of inculcating a
culture of self-discipline or self-surveillance amongst welfare subjects. Examples of such
responsibilising policies are the requirement that schools produce home-school contracts (now
renamed agreements), Government specification of the number of hours of homework that
students are expected to do and parents are expected to supervise, ‘family learning schemes’
and programmes for ‘better’ parenting. Such moral authoritarian strategies, often couched
in the communitarian language of social capital building, can be viewed as part of a broader
campaign to tackle social exclusion by reforming the attitudes and behaviour of the socially
excluded themselves, rather than by addressing the structural causes of exclusion (Gewirtz

2000) — for example, the unequal distribution of adequately remunerated jobs.

Coupled with this moral authoritarian stance is a policy strand which attempts to reinforce
traditional practices in education, what is referred to in the English popular press as a ‘back
to basics’ approach. This is refiected in the introduction of the literacy and numeracy hours

in primary and the early years of secondary schools which are based on traditional pedagogic
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practices, in the promotion of setting by ability and most recently in the announcement that
all schools should have uniforms and a house system, based on the traditional public school

model of pastoral organisation (Lightfoot 2004).

There is also a need to pay attention to New Labour’s humanistic aims for the curriculum, that
seem to have been neglected in all three of the approaches I have identified. These curricular
aims were reflected in the Government’s 1999 revision of the National Curriculum for England
which for the first time included citizenship as part of the statutory curriculum and in the
revised framework for the inspection of schools (Ofsted 2000). The revised curriculum began

with a statement of values the Government said it wished to promote in education:

... Foremost is a belief in education, at home and at school, as a route to the spiritual,
moral, social, cultural, physical and mental development, and thus the well-being,
of the individual. Education is also a route to equality of opportunity for all, a
healthyand just democracy, a productive economy, and sustainable development.
Education should reflect the enduring values that contribute to these ends. These
include valuing ourselves, our families and other relationships, the wider groups to
which we belong, the diversity in our society and the environment in which we live.
Education should also reaffirm our commitment to the virtues of truth, justice,
honesty, trust and a sense of duty ... (QCA/DfEE 1999)

At least some of these values are reflected in the revised handbook for school inspections. This
instructs inspectors to report on: ‘the extent to which pupils work in an atmosphere free from
oppressive behaviour, including bullying, sexism and racism’; and ‘how far pupils recognise,
understand and respect different values and beliefs, attitudes and cultural traditions’ (Ofsted
2000).

As 1 have already said, if we are to avoid essentialised analyses, then it is important not
only to acknowledge the complex range of strands that make up New Labour’s Third Way
for education but also to acknowledge potential tensions between the various elements of
this policy repertoire. I do not have the time to talk about these in detail here (I will do this

tomorrow), but just to mention three obvious examples, there are tensions between:
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. New Labour’s advocacy of private sector involvement in education, on the one
hand, and its commitments to a more egalitarian distribution of educational

resources, social inclusion and a humanistic curriculum, on the other;

. New Labour’s advocacy of competition, markets and managerialism, on the one

hand, and its commitments to collaboration and ‘joined-up’ solutions, on the other;

o New Labour’s commitment to encourage or, where necessary, coerce people to be
more responsible, on the one hand, and its commitment to foster social inclusion, on

the other.

New Labour’s Third Way project is of course not unique in being fraught with tensions and
contradictions. Drawing on insights from Gramscian theory I have argued elsewhere (Gewirtz
2002) that all policy programmes are inherently complex and contradictory. This is because
they tend to be shaped by a range of different, and often conflicting, political and economic
interests and because they are designed to simultaneously resolve a variety of problems, crises
or instabilities, each of which require different solutions. There is not time now to explore
the instabilities and problems that the different strands of New Labour’s policy amalgam
were designed to solve, although perhaps this is something we could pursue in the discussion

afterwards.

The second way I am suggesting that we can avoid the pitfalls of essentialised and
decontextualised theorisation is to undertake a grounded consideration of the concept. In
other words, we need to explore empirically how, in practice, the range of reform strategies
that characterise the eclecticism and pragmatism of contemporary social policy combine to
produce a particular set of lived consequences. To use Giddens’ phraseology, there is a need
for an examination of the messy complexity of welfare state reforms in ‘the real world’. For
whilst it is possible to speculate about how the various strands of Third Way policies might
combine and with what effects, it is only through empirical research that we can begin to
untangle precisely what the outcome of this complex policy mix might look like, In the paper I

am going to present tomorrow I want to illustrate what such a grounded approach can offer by

60



New Labour's Third Way for Education

drawing on the research I have been doing on Education Action Zones.

Footnote

1 Thus, for instance, Le Grand (1998) argues that the Third Way, as manifested in New
Labout policy, is characterised by four values-----community, opportunity, responsibility
and accountability----which he refers to by the acyonym CORA. Each of these values is
analysed separetely and there is no attempt to explore how they interact. Although Le Grand
acknowledges potential tensions between these values----particularly ‘between encourageing
freedom of action by communities and the centralisation that may result from vigorously
holding them to account' (1998:27) --- he appears to readily dismiss these as relatively
inconsequential, and instead prefers to emphasise consistencies. In a similar way, Giddens
claims that the Third Way accepts the central socialist value of social justice but rejects the
widespread direct payment of benefits. He avoids the thomny question of how, in practice, the
two positions can be pursued simultaneously, by simply stating that 'Of course reforming the
welfare state in the real world is a messy and difficult business'. And 'how to cope with rising
inequality' is conveniently included in a log list of 'undamental issues' he hasn't had space to
discuss, but upon which, he assures us, ‘there can be clear route separating the new politics
from the two alternative positions’ (Giddens 1998:21). Finally Tony Blair (1998), in his Fabian
pamphlet on the Third way identifies what he believes are its four underlying values-----equal
worth, opportunity for all, responsibility and community. Unlike Le Grand and Giddens,
however, Blair doesn't seem to even acknowledge the fact that there are tensions between these

values.
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