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‘In January 2017, 14.4 per cent of all school pupils
in England (1,244,255) were said to have special
educational needs or disabilities (SEND)’ (Alderson,
2018: 175), of these pupils only 2.8 percent had a
SEN statement or an education, health and care
plan. SEND pupils, therefore, have less access to
good quality education, as they are seven times
more likely to be excluded from schools than their
peers (Alderson, 2018: 177). Dimitrellou & Male
(2020) explored the views of the pupils themselves
in understanding their needs and views of their
school, as such pupils' views are often overlooked.

Overall, the pupils were dissatisfied with their
school; they suggested that they needed more
enhancement of
inclusive  practices
(Dimitrellou & Male,
2020: 95). However,
within a system that

values results
instead of more
investment into
inclusive  practices,
teaching assistants
often become the
primary  educators

for the pupils in most need, placmg SEND pupils at
a disadvantage in gaining the increasingly
important qualifications (Ver Loren Van Themaat,
2019: 295). An education system that is supposedly
inclusive actually repositions these vulnerable
young people as responsible and accountable for
their own success, whilst stripping them of what
they need in order to be ‘successful’.

Increasingly, young people, including pupils with
SEND, have become responsible for their own
potential and educational success. This is due to

the expansion of neoliberalism. Harvey suggests
that neoliberalism ‘proposes that human wellbeing
can be best advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an
institutional framework characterized by strong
private property rights, free markets and free
trade’ (2005: 2). The state intervenes less and only
does when creating new markets if necessary.

Thus, this means individuals become responsible
and accountable for their own actions and well-
being. Due to the possibility of bankruptcy within
UK secondary schools, introduced by Margaret
Thatcher in the 1980s, ethical concerns have been
created as education also shifted from a publicto a
private good (Savage, 2017:
146). No longer is education
concerned with creating
liberally educated young
people, where their well-
being is considered just as
important as learning, but

calculability, thus
competition between
schools for resources
becomes  the primary
concern.

Teachers and students are therefore reduced to
what can be measured through for example
examinations, reviews, audits and Ofsted reports
(Ball, 2016: 1053). Apple highlights how this shift
towards the removal of state intervention,
individualisation, the neoconservative agenda of
restoring  “lost” tradition and authority,
privatisation, marketisation and
entrepreneurialism has created a system where
the preference is personal gain or selfishness
(Apple, 2006: 24). Wilkins (2012: 128) goes further,



suggesting that the neoliberal education system
insists that children are self-determining and self-
authoring agents. Such individualistic neoliberal
discourse frames students' failure and success as a
matter of free will or choice (Keddie, 2016: 110).

Due to the cuts made by the government and
teachers and students being reduced to what can
be measured, teachers are the ones who have
become responsible and thus reconfigured as
“highly individualized, responsibilized subjects”
(Davies & Bansel, 2007: 248). This idea, therefore,
links to Foucault and the panopticon. The
metaphor of the
panopticon refers to
a circle of prison cells
where a central
guard tower sits in
the middle, the
prisoners, however,
are not aware when
the tower is occupied
by a guard (Page,
2017: 992). The idea
is that this
surveillance would discipline prisoners by
regulating their own behaviours, thus creating
‘docile bodies’ (Page, 2017: 992).

Foucault (1991) argues that the metaphor of the
panopticon is a central metaphor for the
surveillance of individuals in modern society.
Surveillance can also be seen within schools. Page
(2017:992) argues that surveillance of teachers are
operating as three overlapping types: vertical
surveillance such as Ofsted, Learning walks, and
students' voice and video recordings on phones.
Horizontal  surveillance is through peer
observations, parental surveillance and
intrapersonal surveillance and reflective practices
(Page, 2017:992).

Similarly to surveillance categorising the terrorist
from the citizen in wider society, schools sort
teachers into categories of ‘good’, ‘outstanding’,
‘requiring improvement’ and ‘unsatisfactory’.

Those who are ‘requiring improvement’ and
‘unsatisfactory’ are teachers who through
surveillance are a risk towards the results of Ofsted
inspections and examination results, thus
impacting where the schools sit within the league
tables (Page, 2017: 994). This is justified by being
framed as important in ensuring “standards” are
raised (Angus, 2017: 339).

Bauman and Lyon (2013) highlight how
surveillance goes beyond being watched, where
individuals recreate themselves as commodities to
attract reward; teachers and pupils engage with
their own surveillance in
order to fit within good
categories rather than bad.
They commodify themselves
as surveillance allows
teachers to show off their
teaching abilities, and their
. best practice and display
their internalisation of school
strategy (Page, 2017: 1001).

The professional identities of
teachers have therefore been transformed. Angus
(2017: 340) highlights how neoliberal reform of
education doesn't just change what teachers do,
but who teachers are. Under this system it is not
important that teachers focus on understanding,
provoking and responding to young people’s ideas
and creativity. Rather, the focus of performativity
and outcome is soulless, heartless and devoid of
any attempt at developing pupils' critical and
creative thinking (Angus, 2017: 340). Teachers are
encouraged to think of themselves as adding value
to themselves and improving productivity, where
excellence is based on calculation, thus value
replaces values (Ball, 2003: 217).

Special Needs Teachers' work particularly, draws
attention towards how building meaningful
relationships with pupils are meaningless within a
performance culture due to its lack of
representation within metrics. Ball (2003: 223)
suggests that teachers who work with pupils with



SEND are unlikely to attract investment from
performance managers. This is due to the fact that
improved performance is limited, therefore, an
organization will only invest where measurable
returns are likely to be achieved (Ball, 2003: 223).
Because of the change regarding teachers’
professional identities and expectations within
their role, this has impacted pupils, particularly
vulnerable young people. Students have become
reduced into ‘auditable commodities” where they
are held accountable and ‘success’ is determined
by quantified standards (Keddie, 2016: 109).

Just like products or things within a market there
are some children who are viewed as more
valuable commodities, thus devaluing others.
SEND pupils, due to their need for additional
support, therefore

requiring
additional
investment, as
well as the
perception of a
lack of
measurable
returns, become
devalued

commodities.

Because of their devaluation within the education
system, SEND pupils are at risk of failing to gain
qualifications. Beck (1992) highlights how
institutions themselves create risk environments
that characterise the ‘risk society’. Due to the
nature of neoliberalism, thus the risks resulted
from it, individuals become responsible for the
outcome and consequences of their individual
biographies, whilst also having less control. (Kelly,
2001: 25). Due to the expansion of the knowledge
economy, knowledge has become a key ‘asset’ and
central to economic growth (Grint & Nixon, 2015:
272).

This emergence means employers require
potential employees to have acquired
qualifications, high-level skills and computer-based

Learhing Knows No Bounds

competencies; it is more important than ever
therefore that young people leave school with
qualifications (Grint & Nixon, 2015: 272). However,
pupils with SEND are increasing, whilst the
Government made cuts by 17% in 2017 (Warnes,
et al, 2022: 31). Inequalities between pupils who
may be performing well, and pupils with SEND who
have a less equitable education have therefore
been created. Schools are also often selective in
the number of pupils with SEND they accept due to
fear of a lack of resources and outcome (Rayner,
2017: 30).

Therefore, marginalizing these young people and
placing them at risk of leaving school without
gualifications. SEND pupils, due to the prevalence
of risks, have become individualised to an extent
where structural
inequalities  are
perceived as
personal failings.
The emphasis on
‘choice’ and
‘opportunity’ has
created a false
reality for young
people (France &
Haddon, 2014:
307).

Young people believe they live in a society where
they are in control of their own lives; where anyone
can achieve anything they work hard at (France &
Haddon, 2014: 307). Furlong and Cartmel’s (2006:
114) theory of ‘epistemological fallacy’ is
important to consider in the context of SEND
pupils, as they may believe to be in control of their
reality, however, it leads to failure whilst they
blame themselves.

Are we really suggesting SEND pupils should just try
harder? That they are free and liberated within the
neoliberal education system? Of course, it is
ludicrous to suggest that SEND pupils are solely
responsible for their educational success. Perhaps
the question should really be: What kind of



Government reduces young people and children
with SEND into measurable commodities or things,
whilst simultaneously framing such pupils as
responsible and accountable for their own
‘success’ or ‘failure’?

It is a real tragedy that vulnerable young people
and children are objectified; treated as things,
where they are rejected, discarded and viewed as
a mere hindrance, as meeting the needs of the
economy takes presence over the needs of
vulnerable pupils. Needless to say, every SEND
child or young person is valuable in their own right
and deserves truly equitable opportunities within
education in order to reach their full potential in
school and beyond.

Bibliography

Apple, M. (2006). Understanding and Interrupting
Neoliberalism and Neoconservatismin Education.
Pedagogies: An International Journal. 1(1), pp.21-
26. [Online]. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15544818ped0101_4
[Accessed 10 Dec 2022].

Angus, L. (2017). Neoliberalism, Teacher
Education, and Restricted Teacher Professionalism.
In: Jenlink, P, Jenlink, K, Wall, C and Williams, D.
(Ed). Teacher Education and Practice. 2nd ed.
Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Education. Pp.339-
342,

Alderson, P (2018). How the rights of all school
students and teachers are affected by special
educational needs or disability (SEND) services.
London Review of Education. 16(2), pp.175-190.
[Online]. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.18546/LRE.16.2.01  [Accessed
10 Dec 2022].

Beck, U. (1992) Risk Society (London, Sage).

Ball, S (2003). The teacher's soul and the terrors of
performativity. Journal of Education Policy. 18(2),
pp.215-228. [Online]. Available at:
10.1080/0268093022000043065 [Accessed 10 Dec
2022].

Ball, S (2016). Neoliberal education? Confronting
the slouching beast. Policy Futures in Education.
14(8), pp.1046-1059. [Online]. Available at:
10.1177/1478210316664259 [Accessed 10 Dec
2022].

Bauman, Z.,, and D. Lyon. (2013). Liquid
Surveillance. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Dimitrellou, E and Male, D. (2020). Understanding
what makes a positive school experience for pupils
with SEND: can their voices inform inclusive
practice? Journal of Research in Special Educational
Needs. 20(2), pp.87-96. [Online]. Available at:
10.1111/1471-3802.12457 [Accessed 10 Dec
2022].

Davies, B., and Bansel, P. (2007). Neoliberalism and
education. International Journal of Qualitative
Studies in Education, 20(3), pp.247-259. [Online].
Available at: 10.1080/09518390701281751
[Accessed 10 Dec 2022].

Foucault, M. (1991). Discipline and Punish — the
Birth of the Prison. London: Penguin.

Furlong, A and Cartmel, F (2006) Young People and
Social Change: Individualisation and Risk in Late
Modernity. Milton Keynes: Open University Press

France, A and Haddon, E. (2014). Exploring the
Epistemological Fallacy: Subjectivity and Class in
the Lives of Young People. Young. 22(4), pp.305-
321. [Online]. Available at:
10.1177/1103308814548108 [Accessed 10 Dec
2022].

Grint, K and Nixon, D. (2015). The Sociology of
Work. 4th ed. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Harvey, D. (2005). A Brief History of Neoliberalism.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kelly, P. (2001). Youth at Risk: Processes of
individualisation and responsibilisation in the risk
society. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of
Education. 22(1), pp.23-33. [Online]. Available at:
10.1080/01596300120039731 [Accessed 10 Dec
2022].



Keddie, A. (2016). Children of the market:
performativity, neoliberal responsibilisation and
the construction of student identities. Oxford
Review of Education. 42(1), pp.108-122. [Online].
Available at: 10.1080/03054985.2016.1142865
[Accessed 10 Dec 2022].

Page, D. (2017). Conceptualising the surveillance of
teachers. British Journal of Sociology of Education.
38(7), pp.991-1006. [Online]. Available at:
10.1080/01425692.2016.1218752 [Accessed 10
Dec 2022].

Rayner, S. (2017). Admissions policies and risks to
equity and educational inclusion in the context of
school reform in England. Management in
Education. 3(1), pp.27-32. [Online]. Available at:
10.1177/0892020616687699 [Accessed 10 Dec
2022].

Savage, G. (2017). Neoliberalism, education and
curriculum: Sociological perspectives on education.
pp.143-165. [Accessed 10 Dec 2022].

Ver Loren Van Themaat, J. (2019). Thinking
together changes the educational experiences,
provision and outcomes for SEND pupils -
professional learning communities enhancing
practice, pedagogy and innovation. Support for
Learning. 34(3), pp.290-311. [Online]. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12263
[Accessed 10 Dec 2022].

Wilkins, A. (2012). Commodifying Diversity:
Education and Governance in the Era of
Neoliberalism. Human Affairs. 22, pp.122-130.
[Online]. Available at: 10.2478/s13374-012-0012-5
[Accessed 10 Dec 2022].

Warnes, E, Done, E and Knowler, H. (2022).
Mainstream teachers’ concerns about inclusive
education for children with special educational
needs and disability in England under pre-
pandemic conditions. Journal of Research in Special
Educational Needs. 22(1), pp.31-43. [Online].
Available at: 10.1111/1471-3802.12525 [Accessed
10 Dec 2022].

Pictures:

https://www.theguardian.com/education/20
21/sep/08/schools-in-england-forced-to-cut-
support-for-special-needs-pupils

https://www.hertsforlearning.co.uk/teaching-
and-learning/disadvantaged-and-
vulnerable/special-educational-needs-andor-
disabilities

https://dukestreet-pri.lancs.sch.uk/about-
us/sen/curriculum-assessment-for-send



https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Feducation%2F2021%2Fsep%2F08%2Fschools-in-england-forced-to-cut-support-for-special-needs-pupils&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HwcsB89qNq1rvN2gdfXAnJpbPL0nBUUWSE9w2cRgLXA%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Feducation%2F2021%2Fsep%2F08%2Fschools-in-england-forced-to-cut-support-for-special-needs-pupils&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HwcsB89qNq1rvN2gdfXAnJpbPL0nBUUWSE9w2cRgLXA%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Feducation%2F2021%2Fsep%2F08%2Fschools-in-england-forced-to-cut-support-for-special-needs-pupils&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HwcsB89qNq1rvN2gdfXAnJpbPL0nBUUWSE9w2cRgLXA%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hertsforlearning.co.uk%2Fteaching-and-learning%2Fdisadvantaged-and-vulnerable%2Fspecial-educational-needs-andor-disabilities&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HV%2BiU18kMyMLJyejHOUqAz3gS1E8J1h8EtjWAHYcgds%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hertsforlearning.co.uk%2Fteaching-and-learning%2Fdisadvantaged-and-vulnerable%2Fspecial-educational-needs-andor-disabilities&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HV%2BiU18kMyMLJyejHOUqAz3gS1E8J1h8EtjWAHYcgds%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hertsforlearning.co.uk%2Fteaching-and-learning%2Fdisadvantaged-and-vulnerable%2Fspecial-educational-needs-andor-disabilities&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HV%2BiU18kMyMLJyejHOUqAz3gS1E8J1h8EtjWAHYcgds%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hertsforlearning.co.uk%2Fteaching-and-learning%2Fdisadvantaged-and-vulnerable%2Fspecial-educational-needs-andor-disabilities&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HV%2BiU18kMyMLJyejHOUqAz3gS1E8J1h8EtjWAHYcgds%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdukestreet-pri.lancs.sch.uk%2Fabout-us%2Fsen%2Fcurriculum-assessment-for-send&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=EaeFi2HIRbfooOCEjuJJ3tRa6FJEOgeGNSS0XkM5uqo%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdukestreet-pri.lancs.sch.uk%2Fabout-us%2Fsen%2Fcurriculum-assessment-for-send&data=05%7C01%7CN.Gerodetti%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C02e92475dd684ba1964108db2a005293%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C638149953089778317%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=EaeFi2HIRbfooOCEjuJJ3tRa6FJEOgeGNSS0XkM5uqo%3D&reserved=0

