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Control and teachers’ work 

In the 1990s in Australia the work of teachers is in crisis. Strikes and other forms of industrial 
action are becoming increasingly frequent; stress rates are high and continuing to rise; a 
number of studies describe the low morale and sense of alienation and disillusion that 
pervade educational institutions; and many are eagerly grasping the chance to leave 
education systems by opting for early retirement or by accepting the ‘voluntary separation 
packages’ that are on offer (Dinham, 1993; ATC 1995; Penberthy, 1996; Dinham & Scott 
1996). 

That this has been happening at a time of increasing State and Federal government 
intervention into schools is not unconnected. Thus, imposed curriculum ‘reforms’, the 
establishment and implementation of mechanisms of appraisal and accountability, the 
installation of corporate management as the prevailing form of educational governance with 
its accompanying cornucopia of mission statements and corporate goals, industrial 
restructuring, and the increasing marketisation of education are all examples of the various 
ways in which the state has attempted to re-shape education over the past decade. There is 
quite clearly a nexus between this avalanche of intervention strategies into education by the 
state, and the malaise so apparent amongst teachers. 

Harris summarises it in this way: 

...the present history of teachers is one of decreased status and control, loss of autonomy, 
destruction of health, worsening of conditions conducive to lowering of morale, and 
subjugation to increasing external control of schooling and curricula. Numerous accounts 
from many countries have detailed meddling with teachers’ roles in attempts to commodify 
education and make schools instrumental agents of types of market-driven and market-
managed social arrangements...[teachers] are losing power and control over the basic 
conditions of their work...(1994, p. 108) 



And this situation is not unique to Australia. Numerous studies (e.g., I.L.O., 1991; Ball, 1993; 
Sultana, 1994; Jesson, 1995; Lima & Afonson, 1995; Villegas-Reimers & Reimers, 1996) 
have described similar trends that are occurring in the education systems of many other 
countries in the western world. Sultana, for example, describes the work of the five million 
teachers in Europe in the following way: 

Not only is their work being routinised and proletarianised, not only are we losing control 
over such professional tasks as the articulation of an educational vision, the design of 
curricula, the establishment of a pedagogical tradition which is at least as concerned with 
moral issues as with utilitarian ones, not only is our claim that we possess expert knowledge 
being undermined. Further than that, the conditions of our service too are 
deteriorating...(1994, p. 179) The presence of control is a constant in these accounts: control 
which operates at the level of the labour process of teachers’ work. And yet, despite the 
proliferation of scholarship in the area of teachers’ work over the past decade, there have 
been few attempts to develop a theoretical framework which might be used as a tool to aid 
an understanding of how control operates and with what effects. In my view, such a task is 
crucial if educators are to develop and implement political strategies designed to wrest back 
a greater degree of control over their work. This paper returns to labour process theory as a 
possible source of theoretical inspiration. In particular, it seeks to discover why labour 
process theory has not lived up to its early promise, and to explore the possibilities for a 
theoretical rejuvenation. I start by returning to the source of contemporary interest in labour 
process theory. 

The rebirth of labour process theory 

In 1974, Harry Braverman published his famous book: Labour and Monopoly Capital. For the 
first time since Marx made it central to his understanding of class struggle a century before, 
this work reopened the labour process as a serious area of enquiry, Braverman accepted 
the central components of Marx’s understanding of the labour process: that the gearing of 
labour power to the accumulation of capital creates a fundamental conflict of interests 
between workers and capitalists.  Like Marx, he argued that since workers cannot be relied 
upon to work in the best interests of capital, then control is necessary for capital to realise 
the full potential of the labour it employs. It is this need for coercive control which determines 
the structure and experience of work in a capitalist society, and which produces class 
struggle.  Braverman sought to update this understanding to the conditions of twentieth 
century capitalism. His work had a dramatic impact, and almost overnight labour process 
theory became a burgeoning field of investigation in industrial sociology. 

Specifically, Braverman argued that the desire for profit determines the organisation of the 
capitalist labour process, and in particular the tendency for labour to become progressively 
fragmented and deskilled, and for the work of conception (mental labour) to be separated off 
from the work of execution (manual labour). These processes occur because of the 
tremendous savings in the cost of labour that capital can thereby obtain. However, dividing 
and deskilling labour, coupled with the ever increasing concentration and centralisation of 
capital, brings to the fore the problem of coordination, management and control of labour. 
Braverman argued that it is essential for the capitalist that control over the labour process 
pass from the hands of the worker into the hands of the capitalist.  Thus, subordination of 
the autonomy of manual workers is engineered through simultaneously decreasing the level 
of skill in production tasks and increasing managerial control over their execution. According 
to Braverman, this has been achieved in the twentieth century through the application of 
F.W.Taylor’s theory of scientific management (Taylor, 1911). 

The central concept of scientific management is the distinction between conception and 
execution, that is between designing tasks and carrying them out. Labour is divided and 
subdivided to the extent that each task is fragmented into its smallest constituent units which 
can be timed and measured. Jobs are deskilled, both to further facilitate the employment of 



cheaper labour, and to eliminate the restrictive practices then used by employees on the 
basis of their monopoly over knowledge. For Braverman, Taylorism in action divorced 
mental from manual work and reduced the jobs of the mass of workers - including white-
collar workers - to degrading tasks lacking any responsibility, knowledge or interest. The 
degradation of work to which Braverman referred can be seen to encompass a number of 
processes viz: 

¥ the loss by the ordinary worker of the right to design and plan work 
¥ the fragmentation of work into meaningless segments 
¥ the redistribution of tasks amongst unskilled and semi-skilled labour, 

associated with labour cheapening 
¥ the transformation of work organisation from the craft system to 

modern, Taylorised forms of control. 
Braverman argued that Taylorism was not only compatible with, but would in fact expand 
with increasing mechanisation. This would increase its pervasiveness as a form of 
managerial control and deepen worker deskilling and task fragmentation. He recognised, 
however that there would be contradictions within this general trend. For example, in some 
work areas, deskilling brought about by job restructuring might be accompanied by reskilling 
of a smaller number of workers through say, an increased involvement in planning. 
Nevertheless, he maintained that the general tendency for deskilling and increased 
managerial control would persist through changes in technology and work organisation. The 
all-pervasiveness of Taylorism would, according to Braverman, appropriate all attempts to 
introduce alternatives to it. For example, the application of social science such as the human 
relations theory developed since the 1930s, would serve only to habituate workers to the 
dictates of Taylorist systems. There is thus a big gulf between the rhetoric and reality of 
modern ‘human relations’ whose significance is essentially ideological: ‘Taylorism dominates 
the world of production, the practitioners of “human relations”...are the maintenance crew for 
the human machinery’ (Braverman, 1974, p. 87). 

Whilst the bulk of Braverman’s work focused on industrial workers, he also examined 
clerical, technical and managerial labour which are described as a range of intermediate 
categories (he included teachers in these categories) and as enjoying a ‘privileged market 
position’ (Braverman, 1974, p. 407). These middle layers of employment, Braverman 
argued, cannot sensibly be included amongst members of senior management who act 
professionally for capital or any ‘part of the class that personifies capital and employs labour’ 
(1974, p. 405); neither can they be classified as members of the class whose labour they 
‘help to control, command and organise’ (1974, p. 405). However, because the dynamics of 
capitalist development demand that their work is subjected continuously to a process of 
fragmentation and degradation, it is anticipated that workers in these growing intermediate 
categories will increasingly experience their work in ways that will strengthen their affinity 
with ‘the mass of working class employment’ (Braverman, 1974, p. 408). In short their work 
is being proletarianised: 

In such occupations, the proletarian form begins to assert itself and to impress itself upon 
the consciousness of these employees. Feeling the insecurities of their role as sellers of 
labour power and the frustrations of a controlled and mechanically organised work-place, 
they begin, despite their remaining privileges, to know those symptoms of disassociation 
which are popularly called ‘alienation’ and which the working class has lived with for so long 
that they have become part of its second nature... (Braverman, 1974, p. 408) 

Braverman’s work has been the central reference point of the labour process debates which 
have raged ever since its publication. Within these debates, scholars have variously 
embraced or attacked the Braverman interpretation. For the purposes of this paper, I will 
identify four important ways in which the post-Braverman debates have enriched his 
insights. First, many scholars (Friedman, 1977; Edwards, 1979; Gospel, 1992) dispute 
Braverman’s contention that scientific management is as widespread as he implied, and 



argue that Taylorism is only one amongst many forms of control. Once this view was widely 
accepted, it followed that deskilling is not inevitable, but is only one of a number of possible 
consequences of control. Second, it is argued that, by focusing on coercive control, 
Braverman had omitted the ways by which worker consent is organised within the capitalist 
labour process. Workers regulate themselves, as well as being regulated by others 
(Burawoy 1979 & 1985; Sakolsky, 1992). Third, a number of writers point out that by 
implying hat workers are the passive recipients of managerial control, Braverman had 
ignored the many ways in which workers resist various forms of control. And finally, it is 
argued that by privileging class, Braverman had been blind to the ways in which the 
experience of work is shaped by the social relations of gender and race (Game & Pringle, 
1983; Gannage, 1987; Knights and Wilmott, 1989). An important outcome of these 
refinements, has been a diminution of the deterministic flavour which tended to permeate 
Braverman’s work. Within industrial sociology, the labour process debates continue today 
and as a consequence the explanatory capacity of labour process theory is being hardened 
and refined. 

The rise and fall of labour process theory in education 

By the early 1980s, a number of education scholars (e.g., Lawn & Ozga, 1981; Harris, 1982; 
White, 1983; Apple, 1986) began applying a labour process perspective to the work of state 
teachers. These early theorists argued that teachers were becoming proletarianised, by 
which they meant that teachers were becoming more like industrial workers than 
professionals as their work is deskilled and intensified by contemporary education policy and 
practice. This scholarship produced some significant insights, and made an important 
contribution to the emerging field of teachers’ work. However, since much of it drew upon 
Braverman, it too was criticised for its determinism. In particular, it became entangled in the 
1980s backlash against social reproduction theory, and it was critiqued as being an 
archetype of the modernist project which produced grand narratives and reduced people to 
being passive bearers of structures. In addition, some scholars contested it on empirical 
grounds, arguing that teachers, far from becoming proletarianised, were developing more 
skills and experiencing greater autonomy than ever before (e.g., Lauder & Yee, 1987). 

Since that time, scholars have continued to selectively employ labour 
process theory, but the ferocity of the attacks seems to have induced a 
kind of atheoreticism. That is, labour process concepts such as 
‘deskilling’ or ‘intensification’ continue to be employed, but usually 
as descriptors of observed phenomena, rather than as being located 
within any sort of theoretical framework. Even the term ‘labour 
process’ itself is often used as a synonym for work, without any 
reference to its specific meaning. This lack of a theoretical base has 

left labour process theory exposed, and has served to dilute its insights. Why has this 
happened? 

With the considerable benefit of hindsight, it is possible to discern the genesis of some of the 
problems with the ways in which labour process theory has been constructed in education. 
First, there appears to have been an unproblematic transfer of the ideas and concepts 
developed by Braverman and other mainstream labour process theorists in relation to skilled 
and semi-skilled workers in the private sector, across to state workers in the education 
sector. That is, it seems to have been assumed that the same process of work structuring 
and organisation applies to all workers. Second, and allied with this point, the focus of the 
scholarship lay squarely upon the effects of the contemporary organisation of teachers’ work 
such as proletarianisation, deskilling and intensification, rather than on the ways in which 
work is organised. This tended to produce both a determinism and historicism, which implied 
an inexorable degradation of teachers’ work, presumably from a position and a time when 
teachers had greater autonomy and were better paid. Third, it set teachers up as pawns in a 
structural game about which they could do very little. 



Finally, and perhaps this lay at the heart of the problem, there was little or no reference to 
the ongoing labour process debates in the mainstream industrial sociology literature. For 
education, it appears that labour process theory stopped with Braverman. Small wonder that 
labour process theory in education is now an historical artefact. 

My concern in this paper is to argue that labour process theory has been consigned to a 
premature grave. Its apparent demise is more to do with a number of unresolved theoretical 
and methodological issues, than it is to do with a lack of relevance to contemporary 
conditions.  Indeed, this paper is written in the belief that, by ignoring labour process theory 
in education, we are forfeiting the use of a potentially powerful lens through which to 
understand what is happening to the work of educators today. But the rejuvenation of labour 
process theory demands the systematic development of a theoretical framework. This is a 
large task, and unable to be completed in a single paper. This paper sets out to suggest 
some signposts for a tentative beginning to the task by exploring two central questions: what 
is the labour process of teaching, and what are the reasons that education work is structured 
in particular ways? However, before these questions can be addressed, we need to 
determine the central essence of labour process theory. 

What lies at the heart of labour process theory? 

Control is a core concept in labour process theory, and it is this vital point which was missed 
in the education labour process literature. By staying with the original Braverman analysis, 
the scholarship tended to assume the inexorable growth of forms of work organisation which 
split conception and execution, thus deskilling teachers and intensifying their work. Because 
Braverman had assumed that scientific management was the form of control, the issue of 
control was hidden in his work. If scholars had followed the labour process debates, they 
would have been alerted to this. Instead, they tended to focus on the effects of control, 
rather than its purposes and forms. As a result, their work took on a Braverman-like 
determinism. 

So, why is control so central to an understanding of the labour process? This can be best 
explained by reference to factory workers in the private sector. In that sphere, the production 
process requires labour to work purposively on raw materials using instruments of 
production, such as plant and equipment, in order to make goods or services. In a capitalist 
system, the capitalist owns all three of these factors of production, and the purpose of 
commodity production is profit making. As one of those factors, the story begins for labour in 
the labour market. 

When the worker enters the labour market, he or she must find an employer willing to pay a 
wage or salary in return for the disposal of his/her skill, knowledge or physical capacities. 
Thus, labour power has the status of a commodity, and like all market relationships, the 
interests of buyers and sellers are antagonistic. In the labour market, the employee will seek 
to obtain the best possible wages and conditions, while the employer looks upon labour 
power as a cost to be minimised. Once purchased, the capitalist organises the labour 
process itself, wherein the labour power is brought into a relationship with the instruments of 
production and the raw materials in order to produce useful products or services. At the end 
of this process the products of labour are sold, and the capitalist reconverts his or her 
property back into money. If capital gets back more than was invested initially, then the 
capitalist has made a profit. 

Thus, the labour process should be understood as one aspect of this cycle of capital. It 
clearly shapes and is shaped by other aspects, but if examined independently, what is its 
central essence? Like the labour market, in the labour process the interests of employers 
and employees are antagonistic. When employers hire workers there is no agreement about 
the exact quantity of labour that will be expended, not least because capital cannot predict 
with certainty their day-to-day requirements. The employer’s contract reflects the employer’s 
interest by imposing on the employee an open-ended commitment. Rather than agreeing to 



expend a given amount of effort, the employee surrenders his or her capacity to work (labour 
power). There is no guarantee that workers will fulfil management’s production goals, since 
they obtain employment to receive wages and may provide only the minimum amount of 
effort necessary to ensure their continued employment. This renders the employer 
dependent, to a greater or lesser degree, on the motivation, acquiescence, or cooperation of 
the worker if the potential contained in the labour power is to be realised to their satisfaction. 
Labour process theory understands this ‘labour problem’ as one of the central concerns of 
management in capitalism. It is the function of management, through its hierarchy of control, 
to turn the worker’s capacity to work into actual productive activity, and so facilitate the 
extraction of surplus value. The central question of labour process analysis is how 
management transforms the potential for work (labour power) into work effort (labour). There 
is thus a control imperative in capitalist employment relations (eg Wright, 1996, p. 707). 

Control in this context differs from coordination which is required in all social production. 
That is, coordination is a characteristic inherent in even the most simple of production 
processes. It means organising the various elements of production so they mesh efficiently 
with each other. In small scale production it can be achieved through discussion between 
the various producers in order to harmonise effort.  However, as the scale of production and 
work become more specialised, it may be necessary to designate the task of coordination to 
a single person or a group. But there is nothing in this role that automatically places the 
coordinator in a position of authority. Indeed so long as that person remains accountable to 
the producers themselves, then the role is one of coordination or administration. 

In capitalist production systems, the role of coordination has been given to a group of 
workers called management, who normally receive more pay and greater privileges than 
direct producers. But management does not just have a coordinating role. It also acts on 
behalf of capital to maximise accumulation by extracting labour from the labour power 
owned by the company. That is, management and workers are placed in a hierarchy, with 
the former seeking to control the latter in order to extract the maximum surplus value from 
them. Edwards uses this understanding to define control as ‘the ability of capitalists and/or 
managers to obtain desired work behaviour from workers’ (1979, p. 17).  This ability may 
wax and wane depending upon the relative strength of workers and employers, but it will 
always be present. The question is not whether control exists in capitalist production, but 
how it is exercised, and with what effect. Does this apply to workers who sell their labour 
power to the state such as teachers in the public education system? 

The labour process of state teachers 

Since workers in the public sector are not employed by capitalists, it is not immediately clear 
whether they are exploited in the sense that private sector workers are exploited. Efforts to 
answer this question have centred around issues of productive and unproductive labour 
(e.g., Harris, 1982 & 1994). From a labour process perspective the crucial issue is whether 
or not workers perform surplus labour, and produce commodities that generate use value. 
Gough (1979) has argued persuasively that, with the exception of high officials, state 
workers do perform surplus labour. Although such workers are not directly exploited by 
capital, their experience of such factors as unemployment, wage pressures, and deskilling, 
is very much the result of their insertion in a capitalist economy and the exigencies of 
capitalist accumulation. In this sense, public and private sector workers are in a similar 
relationship to the capitalist. 

The concept of the collective labourer offers another way of thinking about this issue. 
Through their part in skilling future labour power, teachers are indirectly contributing to the 
generation of surplus value as a part of a total production process. Freeland puts it this way: 

Schooling is essentially linked with the capitalist labour market through the credentialling 
processes and more directly through developing skills and knowledge which increase labour 
productivity. In this sense schooling is indirectly productive of surplus value and hence of 



considerable importance to capital. (1986, p. 214) Thus, although the labour process of state 
teachers is defined by the state rather than by competition in the market, the end result is 
the same. 

All this points to the need to control teachers. Like private sector workers, teachers sell their 
labour power and are therefore subsumed under the authority of the employer. When they 
sell their labour power, they are also surrendering the creative capacity of their labour. The 
fundamental management problem for the state is how to convert labour power into labour. 
That is, control is as central to the labour process of state teachers as it is to private sector 
workers. But the indirectness of the relationship between state teachers and capital means 
that a study of the labour process of teachers must involve a close examination of the role of 
education in a capitalist society. So how can the labour process of state teachers be 
described? 

It is here, at the very first hurdle, that a number of education labour process theorists have 
fallen. Despite the fact that an identification of the object of teachers’ work is central to an 
understanding of how and why teachers are controlled, very few scholars have attempted it.  
This is understandable given the fact that some of the terms and concepts are more at home 
in an industrial than an educational setting.  And yet unless some attempt is made to do this, 
it makes little sense to claim to be using labour process theory. Thus, the first step is to 
outline the object of the labour process of teaching. 

There are three factors of production - the instruments of production, the raw materials and 
labour power. In an education setting, the instruments of production include the education 
resources that exist in any school, such as plant, equipment, and teaching resources. These 
are owned by the state and provided from state taxes. The raw materials are the students 
who are ‘owned’ by their parents or care-givers, and by the state in the sense that they are 
present and future citizens. The raw materials also include the knowledge or cultural capital 
that the education system seeks to impart. The state owns the labour power of its teachers 
through purchasing it in the labour market. The state, as employer, organises these factors 
into a particular set of relationships of production. It is this organisation that constitutes the 
labour process of teaching. The purpose of the production process is to fuse the raw 
materials, that is students and knowledge, in order to produce skilled labour power and 
enculturated citizens. Thus formal education is a process of ‘value adding’ to students, the 
products of which become citizens and potential workers. 

One question that suggests itself from the sparse outline above is what sort of ‘value’ is 
being added to students. Connell argues that the object of the teachers’ work is the 
development of the ‘capacity for social practice’ (1995, p. 97). By this he means processes 
that help students to acquire learning strategies both for themselves as individuals, and to 
maintain these as a collective property of the society. The capacity for social practice has 
economic, ideological and political dimensions. It includes the capacity to labour; capacities 
for social interaction, involving culture, identity formation and communication; and the 
‘capacity for power’, by which he means the capacity to engage responsibly in political life 
(Connell, 1995, p.  100). Thus for Connell, the labour process of education is a ‘strategic 
component of any large-scale process of social change’ (1995, p. 98). 

  

Before turning to this crucial point, it is necessary to round-off the description of the circuit of 
education. What happens to this education ‘product’ and who are the buyers and sellers? 

If the newly skilled worker moves into the labour market, then the vendor is clearly the 
student selling his or her labour power to the purchaser which may be capital or the state. 
But there is another sense in which there is a product for sale. In a system of private and 
state schooling where a choice is provided to potential purchasers, and indeed of state 
schooling operating in quasi-market settings, education systems and schools are in the 



business of marketing the processes they use to skill labour power and enculterate future 
citizens. The purchasers comprise two broad groups. Capital collectively ‘buys’ the 
education commodity through its contribution to taxation, because state education offers a 
cheap and efficient way to ensure that the labour market is replete with skilled labour power.  
Citizens collectively ‘buy’ the education commodity through their taxation contributions, 
because it offers a process that contributes not only to economic development (i.e., skilling 
future labour power), but also to the civic and cultural life of the community through the 
enculturation of citizens. This latter group includes parents, who may have specific 
expectations of the commodity being purchased, such as enhancing the life opportunities of 
their children, helping them to develop leisure time pursuits, or inculcating a particular set of 
values and beliefs. This stark outline reveals a very important fact: that there are some 
groups involved in the process who have specific expectations of what schools should 
‘deliver’. Since these expectations do not necessarily coincide, the determination of the 
nature of the educational ‘product’ is a political process. This is a point which will be 
elaborated in the next section. We have enough information now to be able to answer the 
question: what is the labour process of teaching? 

The labour process of state teachers has two aspects. The first is a relational aspect which 
involves the set of social relations which exist between teachers and others in the education 
community including managers, bureaucrats, non-teaching staff, parents and students. The 
second is a practical aspect which involves the employer, that is, the state, bringing the 
three factors of production into a productive relationship. In broad terms this means ensuring 
that teachers use their skills and the educational resources available to them, to try to 
develop the capacity for social practice of their students. Teachers engage in dozens of 
activities - teaching and assessing, administration, counselling students, extra-curricular 
activities, meeting and planning, to name just a few - to achieve this end. But as disparate 
and as numerous as these tasks are, there is a pattern.  Teachers’ work has been organised 
in such a way as to facilitate the kind of outcome that is required by the state. Common 
contemporary features of this organisational pattern include dividing students according to 
age, providing individual classroom spaces for groups of students to work with an individual 
teacher, carving up knowledge into discrete bundles called subjects or curriculum areas, and 
segmenting teachers on the basis of detailed subject expertise (secondary schools) or more 
general expertise (primary schools). The key element - the glue that hangs all of these 
activities together - is the curriculum. The formal curriculum - which can include in varying 
degrees of specificity such aspects as aims, content, sequence, method, and assessment - 
is not just a description of what students should learn. It builds on and confirms the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ - the organisational arrangements and practices which establish the ‘right way’ to 
function in classrooms, schools, and educational systems. Together, the formal and hidden 
curricula describe the nature of the ‘capacities for social practice’ that are being developed. 
In short, they define the task of teaching.  The curriculum is, therefore, the main specification 
of the labour process of teaching. 

So far in this theory building I have established that control lies at the heart of labour process 
theory; that state teachers have a labour process; and that this labour process is defined by 
the curriculum.  Already this begins to suggest some parameters for a labour process theory 
of teaching, but before identifying these, there is one task left to complete - to determine the 
motivation for controlling teachers. Why should the state, which presumably does not 
provide public schools for financial profit, need to control the work of teachers? 

Why are state teachers controlled? 

There are three main reasons, the first two of which are common to all workers. Once the 
state has purchased the labour power of a teacher, it is faced with the challenge of 
extracting labour from that commodity.  This will partly involve the need to control in order to 
make sure that the teacher actually does some work, such as turning up to work, completing 
designated tasks, taking allocated classes and so on. That is, there is an established range 



of work activities which need to be undertaken if the school is to function at all. There are 
control mechanisms that operate to ensure that these things happen, although many people 
turn up to and participate in work simply because they want to. In addition, in common with 
other ‘professions’, teachers have often been sufficiently socialised through their schooling 
and pre-service training, as to have such a well developed work ethic that there rarely 
appears to be a control dimension at work at all for this purpose. 

A second motivation for control, relates to reducing the costs of ‘production’. In the private 
sector, the capitalist will seek to reduce production costs in order to increase profits. For the 
state as an employer there is a different motivation. It will be argued that one of the state’s 
main functions in a capitalist society is to support capital accumulation. In the case of a state 
activity like education, this occurs by ‘skilling’ future labour power. However, state activities 
are funded from taxation and have the potential to be a drain on surplus value and thus a 
threat to capital accumulation. This means that the state is constantly under pressure to 
reduce the cost of public sector activities, whilst still being expected to meet the needs of 
capital and the community (Harris, 1994). One option for achieving this is for the state to try 
to lower its labour costs by devaluing the work of teaching. This might be achieved through a 
process of deskilling teachers’ work, or by employing a large number of para-professionals 
to support a small number of core teachers who are well paid (Ashenden, 1989). Another 
option is for the state to ask its workers to do more with the same or fewer resources. This 
may be achieved through reorganising work practices, and/or simply wringing out more effort 
from teachers. For example, teachers may be expected to take more students per class, or 
to increase their student contact time. Now, given that teachers care deeply about the quality 
of the education they provide, they may try to challenge or work around the new structures, 
or resist the intensification of their work. Thus efforts to reduce the state’s expenditure on 
education will often be accompanied by control strategies. 

However, there is a third crucial reason to control teachers that is different from other 
workers. I referred earlier to the intensely political nature of the whole education enterprise. 
If the capacity for social practice is the object of education production, it is an object that is 
very different from the production of physical things like cars or pieces of steel. There is a 
continuing and intense struggle over the relative importance and meaning of each of the 
capacities for practice, not to mention the purposes to which they should be put (e.g., 
Ginsburg, 1988; Bigelow, 1990). Cornbleth, writing about the American experience, puts it 
this way: 

...public schooling in the USA has long been an arena in which battles are fought over 
American values and priorities as a nation and what vision of the nation will or should be 
passed on to the next generation. Since the school curriculum is seen as a major vehicle of 
cultural definition and transmission, a goal of these battles has been control of curriculum 
knowledge. (1995, p. 168) 

That is, there are powerful groups interested in the nature of the capacities developed. For 
example, employers have a considerable vested interest in ensuring that the school system 
produces workers who have an appropriate work ethic and skills. They continue to argue for 
a work oriented curriculum, often against teachers who may want to promote a broader 
curriculum designed to foster the development of the whole child. Universities and the 
professions may have a vested interest in maintaining the competitive academic curriculum 
in schools, against the demands of minority groups for a more inclusive curriculum. 
Curriculum decisions about what is taught, to whom, when and how, result from these 
struggles (Apple, 1993). 

The state does not play a neutral role in all of this. It helps to broker agreements between 
the contending parties, and it is then faced with the task of ensuring that its employees, the 
teachers, implement the preferred curriculum. Since the state cannot be certain that 
teachers will do this, control strategies have to be devised. Thus an understanding of the 



forms of control imposed on state teachers must start with an explication of the relationship 
which exists between the state, capital, and education in Australian society. 

My analysis begins with a neo-Gramscian understanding of the state (Dale, 1989). Gramsci 
saw the state as a series of loosely connected governmental sites within which the struggle 
for the leadership of dominant groups is fought. Thus for Gramsci there was not a unified 
ruling class, but a ruling alliance of social movements made up of different fractions loosely 
stitched together to exercise and maintain leadership through the generation of consent. To 
this neo-Gramscian view I add the work of scholars like Offe (1975, 1984 & 1985) and 
O’Connor (1973 & 1984) who argue that the capitalist state has three core functions to 
perform. These are described by Ball as involving three ‘fields’ of problems: 

(a) The problem of capital accumulation and economic efficiency; (b) the problem of social 
order, social authority and stability; and © the technical and managerial problems of the 
state itself - governance and control (legal and administrative procedures), costs (public 
spending) and planning. (Ball, 1994, p.5) 

These problems can simultaneously produce contradictory demands, the resolution of which 
is never a straight forward matter (Dale, 1989; 

Torres, 1989; Ginsburg et al, 1990). The state is thus an arena for battles within and 
between dominant and less powerful groups, all of whom are fighting to assert their own 
particular set of interests. How does the state resolve these competing pressures? 

Gramsci (1971) used the notion of hegemony to explain how the will of dominant groups 
within society and culture is achieved and maintained through the creation and recreation of 
a ‘commonsense’ view of the world. This commonsense view happens to coincide with the 
interests of the powerful groups. For example, state policy is constructed as serving the 
public interest, rather than just the interests of dominant groups. Thus, although power is 
dispersed between different governmental tiers and agencies, such as education systems, 
the pervasiveness of the commonsense discourse establishes cohesiveness across sites. 
However, Gramsci argued that hegemony is never complete.  Indeed, it is partial and 
incomplete because ‘counterhegemonic’ alliances engage in a ‘war of manoeuvre’ for 
leadership of the state.  According to Gramsci, hegemonic power blocs try to prevent these 
counterhegemonic forces from mobilising, by organising compromises which take account of 
some of the interests of those groups over whom hegemony is exercised. These 
compromises have been referred to as ‘settlements’ (Hall, 1990) or ‘accords’ (Apple, 1988). 

Provisional social settlements establish an agreed framework which sets the parameters for 
social practice and beliefs, and for ongoing conflict and debate (Freeland 1991, p. 66) for a 
particular period of time. That is, there is agreement about the range of issues over which 
there might be disagreement, and about the structures for the resolution of conflict. It is 
through settlements that minority and marginalised groups can exert some influence on state 
policy despite not being a part of the power bloc. At the same time, settlements incorporate 
discontent within parameters that do not threaten the privilege of dominant groups. Carlson 
observes that ‘this means that settlements embody contradictions that generate 
contradictory outcomes’ (1995, p. 410). Such contradictions, combined with changes in the 
social and political contexts, eventually lead to an unsettling of settlements. These periods 
have been described by Habermas (1973) as ‘crisis tendencies’ of capitalism, and the 
concept of settlement helps to explain how the state deals with these crises. Following the 
breakdown of a settlement, there is a period when social forces struggle to redefine the 
social order. This is often a conflictual process as familiar social arrangements are 
questioned and debated, but eventually new settlements are forged, and these may either 
advance or diminish any gains made by marginalised groups. 

At any one time there are a number of provisional settlements relating to specific arenas and 
contexts of social activity, and these are relatively autonomous. However, as Freeland 
observes: 



... certain arenas of social practice are more crucial for the maintenance of overall social 
structures and processes, and settlements in those areas will tend to have a certain 
dominance over other arenas of practice or regions. Provisional settlements in debates 
about pivotal arenas such as economic and political practice can establish not only the 
agendas and parameters for debate and practice in their own region, but also very broad 
parameters for the debates and practice in other regions (1991, p. 68). 

Education is one example of an arena of social practice which has a certain relative 
autonomy, but which is strongly influenced by the prevailing provisional settlements within 
the economic, political and cultural arenas. This means that state schools, as apparatuses of 
the state, are under intense pressure to act in particular ways. This is not to say that 
education policy is determined in any mechanistic way.  Indeed, since education plays a key 
role in the state’s often contradictory roles of establishing the conditions for capital 
accumulation and for democratic practice (Carnoy & Levin, 1985), the production and 
maintenance of provisional educational settlements is characterised by contestation and 
struggle. Sometimes this process will produce genuinely progressive education policy that 
represents at least partial victories for less powerful groups (Apple, 1995). But usually the 
balance of an educational settlement is tilted in favour of dominant groups. 

An educational settlement incorporates the dominant discourse, legitimates particular sets of 
social relations and the ways in which these are organised - including the sanctioned forms 
of educational governance - and establishes a hegemonic view of the purposes of 
education. All these components are embedded in the curriculum, which is the centre-piece 
of any education settlement. Carlson describes it thus: 

The public school curriculum ...may be appreciated as a negotiated compromise or 
settlement between dominant and marginalised power blocs and social movements over 
what ‘truths’ will be taught in the schools, whose knowledge will be privileged, what voices 
will be heard and silenced, and how knowledge of ‘truth’ is to be arrived at (1995, p.  408). 

Now, since the curriculum is the specification of the labour process of teaching, then it 
follows that teachers are crucial to the successful implementation of any educational 
settlement. And yet it is clear that many of them cannot necessarily be trusted to implement 
its spirit faithfully. This may be for any number of reasons. For example, it may be because 
their class and gender interests clash with the nature of the settlement itself, it may be that 
teachers have political beliefs and associations which make them untrustworthy, or it may be 
because teachers are tied to established practices and beliefs which are dissonant with the 
settlement. Whatever the reason, the state cannot afford to leave the implementation of an 
education settlement to its teachers. Thus, if the broad imperatives of the settlement are to 
be followed, the state must find strategies to ensure that teachers work in particular ways 
and for specific ends. In short, teachers must be controlled. Thus, the secret to the purpose 
of controlling teachers can be revealed through an analysis of the prevailing educational 
settlement, and the broad social, political, economic, and cultural factors which have shaped 
it. 

And so embedded in each educational settlement are systems and strategies of control - I 
will call them control regimes - that seek to ensure that teachers will faithfully implement the 
prevailing policy imperatives. They focus on three broad elements. First, teachers are told 
what and how to teach through various versions of curriculum specification; second, 
strategies of evaluation and supervision check up that the curriculum is being implemented 
faithfully; and third, teacher compliance and consent is achieved through subtle and not-so-
subtle means. These control regimes will change to meet new demands, and to improve 
their efficiency. The latter is necessary because teachers find their way around policies that 
they do not believe are in the best long-term interests of their students. They do this by 
subverting the control mechanisms that are put in place - a response which causes the state 
to refine existing controls or design new ones. Thus the history of state education systems is 
littered with various control regimes designed to control the work of teachers. 



Signposts for a labour process theory of teaching 

I began this paper by pointing out that labour process theorists in education have tended to 
focus on the issue of proletarianisation, broadly defined as: 

...the process whereby the worker is forced into a closer relationship with capital, which 
removes the skill (the conception and execution of work) and therefore the relative autonomy 
of the worker’. (Ozga & Lawn,1981, p. 124) 

Some scholars insist that it does not occur at all (Lauder & Yee, 1987); some argue that 
proletarianisation of teaching is already well advanced (Harris, 1990); some suggest that 
teachers may become partially but not fully proletarianised (Densmore, 1987); some 
maintain that there is a very strong tendency for teachers’ work to be proletarianised (Apple, 
1986, 1993); and some aver that the process is not inevitable but contested (Ozga & Lawn, 
1988). 

It should be clear by now from the review and analysis in this paper, that I believe that there 
are problems with each of these positions, although if pressed I would side with the last. 
However, in my view the focus on proletarianisation has, in relation to labour process theory, 
set the hounds off hunting to the wrong scent. It has caused scholars to look for evidence of 
outcomes of work organisation and control in the contemporary educational setting. The 
implicit assumption has been that if proletarianisation is an inexorable trend, then its impact 
should be showing up now in the work of the contemporary teacher. By contrast, I have 
argued that a study of the labour process of teachers should start with an assumption about 
control, rather than about proletarianisation. This starting point suggests a different set of 
questions. It leads us back to the purpose for which control is exercised, thus revealing that 
it is the curriculum that lies at the heart of the labour process of teaching. From this simple 
truth flow a number of significant insights. One of the most important is that the object of 
teachers’ labour process is the result of a political process which involves a lot of groups 
both inside and outside schools. 

The curriculum is not a static object: it is a social construction over which there is fierce 
contestation. It should be expected that those who are successful in shaping the nature of 
the curriculum will not want to stop at defining what it should look like. They will want to 
ensure that it is implemented, and implemented well. They will expect that the state, as the 
employer of those who will do the implementing, will ensure that this happens. This is the 
genesis of control of teachers. Clearly the forms of control will depend upon such factors as 
the nature of the educational settlement, the degree of likely support or opposition from 
teachers for the curriculum, and previous experiences with control strategies. Sometimes 
control will be direct, at other times it will emphasise consent. Control will always have an 
effect, but the effect will be variable. The point is that these things will be specific to a 
historical moment. There is no inexorable trend to proletarianise teachers’ work. Teachers 
are, and always have been, controlled. Instead of asking the question: Are teachers being 
proletarianised? we should be asking: How are teachers being controlled currently, and what 
effect are the controls having on their work? 

Once the essence of labour process theory has been identified, it becomes possible to 
account for apparent anomalies - that is studies which appear to contradict the theory. I will 
demonstrate this point through reference to one well known study. Lauder and Yee (1987) 
argue against the proletarianisation thesis by proferring the example of New Zealand 
teachers in the late 1970s and early 1980s. They set up their target, by describing the work 
of scholars such as Ozga and Lawn (1981), and Harris (1982), as deterministic because it 
implies that a process of proletarianisation is inevitable. They then use two examples of 
teachers taking action against the state - and winning - on an issue of pay, and a ‘curriculum’ 
issue related to university entrance. These examples are supplemented by questionnaire 
information from teachers which purports to demonstrate that teachers generally felt they 
had a greater power to determine curriculum content, than they had five years previously. 



Such information is offered as proof that teachers are maintaining autonomy and control 
over their work, and that far from becoming proletarianised ‘trade unionists’ interested only in 
industrial issues, they are maintaining an interest in ‘professional’ matters. 

Now, at face value it would appear that Lauder and Yee have unearthed some data which is 
at odds with the notion that teachers are always the subject of state control. But while they 
may have demonstrated that the proletarianisation thesis is questionable, their conclusion 
that the study demonstrates that ‘it is possible for the state to insulate education from the 
vicissitudes of capitalism...and (so) create a space for the development of socialist policies’ 
(Lauder & Yee, 1987, p. 69), is too large a jump. The historical case study in this thesis has 
demonstrated that an improvement in teacher pay and a ‘win’ on a particular curriculum 
issue should be the starting point for the analysis, not its conclusion! 

A labour process analysis would not examine the events free of an historical context. It 
would place them in the context of the prevailing educational settlement, and ask questions 
about the nature of the control regime which supports it. For example, it might be that New 
Zealand teachers were regulating themselves through, say, the ideology of professionalism 
(Lawn, 1996). This would be consistent with an improvement in pay and conditions, and a 
loosening of tight curriculum control. That is, rather than accepting the evidence at face 
value as Lauder and Yee have done, a labour process theory using the perspective for 
which I have argued, would begin to ask more nuanced questions designed to unearth the 
ways in which control is operating at this historical juncture. In addition, to take one 
curriculum change as evidence of teacher autonomy, is breathtaking in its simplicity. At the 
very least it is incumbent upon Lauder and Yee to locate such change relative to the broader 
curriculum. Of course, teachers do resist, and they do make demands to which the state is 
forced to acquiesce. But such changes are rarely evidence of a developing teacher 
autonomy.  Rather, they are indicative of shifts in the way in which control is operating. 

This is not a pedantic point. To miss it is to commit a grave political error because it goes 
right to the heart of the sorts of political strategies that teachers might adopt to resist control 
of their work.  If the nature of control is inadequately theorised, then the strategies are hardly 
likely to work. Political action to give teachers greater control of the curriculum must be 
informed by a deep understanding of why, how, and with what effects controls are imposed. 
Labour process theory has always been central to such understanding, and never more so 
than now. 
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