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Beyond states and markets:
Centralised and decentralised networks in education
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This work in progress is intended as a contribution to the current politics of education. I attempt
to identify strategic points of intervention in the current context that might help to reconsolidate
education’s role as a social institution that orchestrates learning and advances social justice. My
aim is to move beyond current characterisations of education politics, best seen in debates about
markets in education and the Third Way, by disaggregating developments in the organisation of
education and interrogating their implications for the politics of education policy and practice. I
argue that the critical challenge for education research in advancing this intervention is to
generate better understandings of: the relationships between centralised and decentralised
networks; their articulations with both state and market forms of coordination and governance;
and the infrastructure required to support networks that can anchor and protect educational values
and commitments.

The paper has developed through an iterative engagement in both conceptual and empirical
research over an extended period. In presenting the argument I have represented these strands of
work and their convergence in an analysis of contemporary education governance. Consequently,
the paper is organised in three main sections. I begin by elaborating the conceptual framework
that informs the analysis. This section outlines some problematic features of recent research on
education reform and indicates the conceptual resources on which this analysis is built. The next
main section draws on a series of empirical studies, conducted between 1994 and 2003, that have
investigated the impact and implications of recent economic reforms in adult and vocational
education in Australia. Finally, I bring these two strands together in a discussion that
reconceptualises the problem of contemporary education governance in terms of networked
organisation and highlights the practical dilemmas of these changing organisational
arrangements. I suggest that these dilemmas offer a basis for clarifying political demands that
might be presented in policy debates so that education can better realise normative public
expectations about learning and social justice.

The empirical research on which this paper is based has been largely conducted in Victoria, the
Australian state that experienced a particularly vigorous form of economic fundamentalism
between 1992 and 1999 under the auspices of the Kennett government. Since 1999, Victoria has
had a Labor government which has maintained many features of market coordination and
governance but has also sought to reassert the importance of public sector work in education,
address social justice issues especially related to youth inclusion and exclusion, and rebuild some
of the public infrastructure that sustains educational provision within the state. These political
shifts have raised questions about how to characterise education governance since the early 1990s
and what the implications of the shifting policy regimes are for ongoing work in education.

In investigating these trends through a series of funded and unfunded projectsi, I have located my
research in adult and vocational education, although my prior work focused on school education.
This has involved studies of Institutes of Technical and Further Educationii (TAFE), Adult and
Community Education (ACE) providers, commercial training providers, industry-based
workplace education, and community-based education. TAFE and ACE providers are public
sector agencies, although they have been subject to significant commercialisation in recent years.
The other kinds of education and training provision occur in private contexts. These include
private and not-for-profit education and training organisations (which have been able to access
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public funds by supplying training since the 1990s), private sector and public sector workplaces,
and community contexts which are often not-for-profit or entirely non-commodified contexts
based in domestic, neighbourhood, family or faith-based social spaces (Clemans 2003).

There are three main justifications for this re-focusing. First, working across sectors makes the
familiar strange (Delamont, 2003). Comfortable ways of thinking about education and
educational work are challenged when one moves from the known (schools, universities) to the
unknown. Second, adult and vocational education is relatively unknown in mainstream education
research. It is hugely under-researched and its complexities, arising from its location at the
interface of community, industry and government, and sub-cultures rooted in industrial training,
radical second chance education, cross-class philanthropic learning and access-oriented general
education, offer fresh insights into the processes and politics that drive learning, teaching and
organising education. Finally, adult and vocational education is less protected than school
education. This is partly because of the complexities of the adult education field which make
agreements harder to reach and also because there is greater public concern about education that
protects and supports children and youth (the domain of schools) than adults, especially those
who are not destined for university. As a consequence of this greater vulnerability, the adult and
vocational sectors have often been at the cutting edge of economic reform in education. Changes
tested in the adult sectors have served as a thin-end-of-the-wedge, being implemented and then
generalised to other education sectors. This vulnerability to economic policy agendas makes the
adult and vocational sectors politically significant in education.

Characterising current education reform
Education research tells us that over the last 15-20 years there has been a substantial
reconfiguration of education policy and practice in most countries of the world. This research is
largely based on developments in the West, especially England, the US and Australia, describing
regime change in terms of the ascent of the New Right (Chitty 1989), markets in education
(Marginson 1997), and a Third Way (Giddens 1998; Power and Whitty 1999). Sometimes these
specific characterisations are tied to a more general conceptualisation of regime change as neo-
liberalism. This suggests that there has been an historic shift away from centralised planning
towards markets on a world scale. This trend, most spectacularly illustrated in the collapse of
communism (Fukuyama 1995);(Callinicos 1991), has privileged new kinds of governmentalities
based in decentralised decision-making and processes of individuation that promote individual
agency, self-responsibilisation, and the self-management of risk (Robertson and Dale 2002).

These contributions have been welcome in a time when education seems to have been turned
upside down. Yet in many cases, they take the form of ideology critiques, teasing out the
underlying logic in the shift away from centralised planning to markets as a basis for
interpretation of empirical trends and commentaries on their implications. Such research provides
helpful insights into the trajectory of education reform and has alerted researchers in valuable
ways to the social costs of marketisation. But it has also generated a rather depressing and
somewhat totalising view of education change: education is pressed to decentralise, subjected to
market organisation and the deprofessionalising flexibilisation of educational work, and
reconstructed as a structure that realises inequality and injustice. What is the political response to
this scenario? Well, research offers little guide, although it does document the small-scale efforts
of teachers and managers to resist and reinterpret policy imperatives in order to protect their
students and their staff, and the principles of good education (Bowe, Ball et al. 1992; Smyth
2001). The trouble is that with marketisation as the larger narrative defining education politics,
such small-scale ndividualised initiatives often seem futile, moving the deckchairs on the Titanic
rather than trying to avoid the iceberg.
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As I have suggested elsewhere (Seddon 1996; Seddon 2003)], there is something problematic
about these commentaries on contemporary education change. Despite the conceptual
sophistication of much of this work, there is relatively little consideration of its limits, its
conceptualisations, or its epistemological framing. For example, the judgment that contemporary
education reform increases inequality and injustice (Gewirtz 2000) is a reasonable claim but to
what extent, in what contexts, under what conditions? To what extent is this judgment influence
by researchers’ positioning as public sector employees with historic commitments to
universalised state-provided education? The description of educational work as increasingly
performative (Ball 2000) is a reasonable description but how is this notion conceptualised? Is it a
corollary of managerialism and enhanced surveillance, a consequence of information needs in
market-based decision making, or a self-generating protective device implemented by educators
with organisational responsibilities? Is it all of these? The characterisation of our times as neo-
liberal or Third Way is helpful in naming our experience but at what levels of analysis are these
concepts operating? What is their epistemological grounding? What is their historical reach and
when are they inappropriately eternised beyond their historical range? (Johnson 1982).

The danger in ideology critique is that it offers descriptions, narratives and constructs that often
resonate well with our everyday experience but which offer little insights into what else is going
on. Zuboff (Zuboff 1989),pp. 9-10) makes this point well with reference to the introduction of
information technology:

Information technology is characterized by a fundamental duality … On the one hand, the
technology can be applied to automating operations according to a logic that hardly
differs from that of the nineteenth-century machine system – replace the human body
with a technology that enables the same processes to be performed with more continuity
and control. On the other, the same technology simultaneously generates information
about the underlying productive and administrative processes through which an
organization accomplishes its work. It provides a deeper level of transparency to
activities that had been either partially or completely opaque. In this way information
technology supersedes the traditional logic of automation.

Here Zuboff is talking about information technology but I want to generalise her insight into the
double dynamic of workplace change to the wider processes of educational redesign. My concern
is that many of the research commentaries on change in education focus on the re-instrumentation
of education and its implications for work organisation, work practices, the increased control of
educational work, its commodification, deprofessionalisation and re-norming as an instrument
that more efficiently and effectively generates inequality and injustice.

What tends to be downplayed in these research commentaries on education change is the way
workplace change leads to new levels of transparency in activities that had previously been taken-
for-granted. This reconfigured workplace and its new transparency invites them to learn new
things about their work as a consequence of their participation in redesigned educational
workplaces (Billett 2001)]. It helps them to see new possibilities for practical activity and
problem solving, and to work together in different ways to take up new possibilities for practical
politics.

Recognising the material and symbolic duality of workplace change, it is small wonder that
contemporary education reform has been accompanied by substantial innovation in addition to
the changes that are legislated and required by policy and management. The problem is that the
narratives about neo-liberal reform in education seem to marginalise innovation and
experimentation. They may acknowledge small-scale activism but offer few ways of recognising
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its social significance in the larger stories of conservative restoration and rampant global capital.
They do not help us to seriously engage with Marx’s critique in the 3rd Fuerbach thesis that
addresses the relationship between social change, learning and the role of the educator. Here
Marx (1976, pp. 618-9) makes the point that there can be no educators in ‘revolutionising
practice’. This practice, poised at the interface of changing circumstances and human activity, and
at the moment when the present becomes the past, cannot be known in advance and taught about.
Rather, politics is bred as each and every one of us renegotiates valued traditions in changing
contexts, and live contradictions in ways that realise continuity and change. In this framing,
innovation and small scale activism is significant because it is a potential harbinger of new social
practices and social organisation that may advance or undermine the public good.

In many respects this trajectory in education research is not surprising. Haug (Haug 1984) has
argued that when we live large-scale change we face contradictions that must be resolved in ways
that either consolidate or break from the past. The difficulty is that, for individuals, breaking from
the past means stepping into an uncertain future where risks loom large and outcomes are
unpredictable. What once appeared to be fetters on our dreams can suddenly look like protections
in a capricious world. They become desirable because they are familiar rather than because they
are the best way forward towards a more socially just world.

My sense is that education research may risk something of this today. Established state-provided
public education has been a formative influence in the construction of the education and
education research workforce. It provides a taken-for-granted way of doing education for many.
A key achievement of education research through the second half of the 20th century has been to
develop a substantial critique of such educational provision on the grounds that it reproduced
social inequalities. Moreover this critique was popularised through universities and teachers
unions and professional organisation in ways that informed practical movements that have
worked towards a more just education. Yet now, in our era of economic reform when education is
subject to comprehensive re-design, its established structures and organisational arrangements
suddenly seem to offer protections in a world where inequality and intolerance are increasing.
Critical researchers and teachers show a tendency to defend public education, or take an exit
option (eg. Ryan, 2003). As Haug says, the protective character of the fetters on progressive
social change can become fetters in the politics of transformation, engendering fear, narrowing
what can be examined, and playing safe in analysis and practical politics.

Yet within many education workplaces the atmosphere is less of defensive withdrawal and more
of energetic engagement. Many educators are engaged in the practical work and daily struggles of
re-making education from within. The challenge for research is to catch up with practice,
developing ways of conceptualising the practical re-making of education and reflecting stories
and analyses back to practitioners that can inform their daily judgments and debates. Such work
requires acknowledgment of established understandings about education and the appropriation of
wider conceptual resources to better inform analysis.

Conceptualising contemporary education reform
The sociology of education has long held that the character of schooling in any era complements
to the political and economic organisation of society. While the specific correspondence principle
of Bowles and Gintis (Bowles and Gintis 1976)1976) has been subject to substantial critique, the
notion that there is some organic relationship between the organisation of education and society
and culture is well established (Williams 1976). The purpose of education as a social institution
has been to reproduce society, passing one generation’s knowledge, skills and dispositions on to
the next (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). This process of social reproduction is not simple, just a
matter of pressing young people into the moulds of their parents, but a complex dynamic based in
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both socialisation and transformation, the process of supporting learners as they develop new
capacities for action (Connell 1995; Offe 1996).

Education, like other social institutions, has a dual nature. It inducts individuals into the ways of a
specific community of practice and it has a social purpose, in this case the orchestration of
learning (Goodin 1996). The shaping of education entails both conscious and unconscious
processes. To some extent education is designed as an institution through formal decision
processes operationalised through policy and its implementation and the politics which it
encourages. Other developments occur because of the simple movement of people and the brute
force of numbers, as consequential effects of wider social changes or as unintended consequences
of decision processes. The outcome is an institution; a specific social construction realised
through

... sets of regulatory norms that give rise to patterns of action, concrete social structures
or organisations. ... Institutions can be public or private, so long as they refer to a set of
regulatory norms (not merely a single norm), resulting in a whole structure of relations
rather than just a single relation.  Institutions therefore constitute the social infrastructure
which orders the behaviour of relevant social actors (both individuals and groups) and
organises relations among them.  Institutions may either have been deliberately chosen
(as in the case of laws) or have emerged from interactions among persons without explicit
design (as in the case of social conventions) but they all have an impact on the
distribution of authority and influence in society.  They both establish individual and
organisational centres of power and constrain the exercise of that power.

(Reshaping Australian Institutions Project 1994)

Institutions are stable features in societies. They come under pressure when they are judged to be
failing in their dual purposes. For education, this means that the institution is either failing to
socialise its inhabitants, those who work and learn within it, appropriately or is demonstrating a
lack of fitness for purpose. Social change confounds both these activities. It intensifies
generational changes which problematise socialisation, and generates new expectations in terms
of learning which undercut fitness for purpose. As these limitations are recognised the clamour
for change grows.

Looking back through the history of education shows, however, that change is not just realised
through shifts in policy or new curriculum imperatives. Institutional change reconstitutes the
regulatory norms that are enacted and the organisational contexts that sustain socialisation and
purpose. These changes play out as manifestations of particular power relations in everyday
practices of organising. They shape patterns of coordination and governance, and the social and
symbolic behaviours and dispositions that they constitute (Clegg 1989).

Thompson (Thompson, Francis et al. 1991) suggests that practices of organising show three
distinct organisational logics: hierarchies, markets and networks. Each support different modes of
coordination and governance. Hierarchies are overt and rule-driven. They are designed to realise
particular objectives or outcomes through explicit rule-making, supplemented by scrutiny,
monitoring and auditing, constituting a top-down command structure. Markets secure order
without a conscious organising centre that directs it. They are based in decentralised decision
making involving competitive process between dispersed agents who make decisions based on
price. No single agent or centre controls things but ex post outcomes are arrived at that are said to
best satisfy social need and maximises social welfare. Networks may be designed and maintained
through directive action or they may be self-organising as a consequence of non-directed
interventions that configure and evolve into an ex post order. They are not organised like a market
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via competition/price nor directed like a hierarchy. Rather, they develop a systematic order on the
basis of shared understandings, loyalty and trust. These social bonds are established as networks
engage in activities that support one another and simultaneously engender social obligations. This
logic of ‘one good turn deserves another’ is extended by gift relationships that incur no specific
obligations, for example, the gift of life and learning from a parent to a child. Networks operate at
the edge of these reciprocated and non-reciprocated (ie. gift) relationships. They are central to the
craft and occupation of teaching which, as Connell argues, always involves a ‘benign excess’
where teachers do that little bit more than is required, care a bit more, to support their student’s
learning. Thompson (Thompson 2003) notes that:

Networks have often been considered as above all ‘informal’ practices of coordination.
They rely upon direct personal contact. They tend to be localized as a result, or confined
to a particular clearly defined group with similar concerns, interests or aspirations. Such
that they display a systematic orientation, these work through attributes like loyalty and
trust rather than administrative orders or prices. The coordination of activities is achieved
through the identity of a common purpose or interest, for which all will work for a
collective result. These tend towards a ‘flat’ organizational structure, where at least there
is a lot of formal equality between the participants. (pp. 30-31)

Institutional change and the reconfiguration of organisational logics reconstitute the contexts that
orchestrate learning and their inhabitants. It leads to the formation of new learning spaces and
learning processes, new patterns of behaviour and disposition, which realise new capabilities.
These changes are not just exogenously driven but are constructed in the interplay of exogenous
and endogenous processes, as the inhabitants of education negotiate externally endorsed
imperatives in the light of their established traditions and cultures. These practical politics, played
out on a day to day basis, both confirm and reconfigure their established educational
commitments and values, their ways of working, and their identities, remaking teachers and
learners who dance to a new tune.

Historical patterns of education design
These trajectories in the education-society relation can be illustrated in the long-term history of
education in Australia, which shows correlations with the dynamics within the wider political
economy. Through the 1800s, the political economy of industrialising societies, like the UK and
Australia, was characterised by an emerging nationally based capitalism and laissez-faire
government. This social order was paralleled by a pattern of educational provision based in social
networks and markets. Communities organised by geography, class and faith supported their own
schools and charged fees to cover costs. By and large the price of education was geared to what
people could pay. Schools were largely not-for-profit enterprises that serviced their communities
(Theobald, 2000).

Through the 19th and 20th centuries unregulated capitalism was subjected to progressive state
regulation. The state, acting on behalf of collective interests, including the collective interests of
capitalists, negotiated rules which would provide some protection for the people. Capitalism
entered the age of imperialism as states moved towards social protection. The regulatory state
consolidated national identity and capacities in warfare/welfare. Paralleling these changes,
education for children was brought under the umbrella of the state, creating ‘public’ education
systems orchestrated through bureaucratic-professional networks. In Australia, ‘the people’,
individuals disconnected from their own social networks, were provided with bureaucratic-
professional education, unless they had the means to continue supporting their own community’s
schools. Schools for the rich and faithful persisted, while the rest were embraced by publicly
funded ‘public’ schools. Until the 1970s, individually financed, not-for-profit schools coexisted
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with schools for the remaining public, funded out of tax revenues. From the mid-1960s, taxpayer
funds began to flow into private schools, first in the form of science laboratories and school
libraries and, from 1975, as direct government funding of private schools to supplement their own
funding base.

Now, in the early 21st century we see the wheel of social and educational change turning again. A
globalising capitalism, buttressed by national competition states and preliminary steps towards
global governance, is creating a social order diffracted by local/national/global and
fundamentalist/cosmopolitan concerns. This drives a reassertion of social networks as citizens
find comfort in people like themselves and develop capacities to work with strangers by having a
common base to work from. Education reform complements these changes. Centralised state
provision is pressed down to communities through decentralisation, whether or not these
communities have re-consolidated their social connections. Patterns of provision are diversified to
attend to cultural difference whether or not these cultural differences have become re-embodied
in coherent social networks. Choice is privileged and competitive advantage emphasised
irrespective of individual’s inclinations to choose or compete. Taxpayer funded education is de-
financed through tax cuts and user-pays principles, while taxpayer support is directed towards
support for private interests, including private schools. The bureaucratic-professional network
that supported centralised educational provision, for those individuals whose communities chose
not to pay for their own schools, is re-configured as individuated portfolio professionals with new
capabilities.

In Australia, this era is defined by the impact of the early 1970s oil shock and stagflation which
destabilised the prevailing pattern of protective social democratic government and opened the
way for the reassertion of market-based coordination. The organisational logic shifted away from
coordination based in hierarchy and came to privilege markets. Reduced centralised planning
shifted the emphasis away from social protection and increased the sense of risk. Networks
provided securities in this risk society and also a basis for sharing resources to increase
protections for the tribe. De-regulation and the freeing up of markets drove competitive processes
and commodification. These processes reconstituted education as a quasi-market where price and
competition was tempered by the defense of publicly funded schooling (especially for the young)
and the assertion of networks and not-for-profit enterprise.

The education literature tends to anchor these changes in education back to the rise of the New
Right and the policy initiatives of Reagan and Thatcher but a case can be made for seeing the
critical dynamic in the growing commitments to life politics and an emerging politics of
individuation that were asserted from the 1960s onwards (Giddens 1998).

Yeatman [(Yeatman 1998; Yeatman 1998) argues that the fracture lines of our contemporary
politics are provided by the politics of individuation. On the one hand, new social movements
asserted autonomy from traditional authority relations and espoused a socially embedded
individual (rooted in community and culture) in contrast to the sovereign individual of liberal
theory. On the other, a deregulated political economy affirmed the market, the priority of foot-
loose capital operating on a world stage, and the abstracted individual that is the agent of
exchange and also the sovereign citizen. These social and symbolic politics, and the social
processes that they have set in train, have problematised established social democratic political
economy and especially its public institutions. It has fuelled a critique of education that
challenges its ability to socialise inhabitants and its fitness for purpose in supporting learning
appropriate to our new times.

Since the 1960s four main episodes in this politics of individuation can be identified:
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Civil rights and consumption: The era of cultural critique, detraditionalisation and the assertion of
individuated autonomy and consumption alongside recognition of cultural difference. This period
fuelled the critique of centralised bureaucratic educational provision for its failure to
acknowledge cultural difference and the reproductive purpose of schooling. It promoted
individuated agency that took the form of liberal progressivism and the claim for community
participation and voice against the impersonal hierarchy of bureaucracy.

The New Right and markets: The politics of detraditionalisation called up its opposite, the
backlash politics of retraditionalisation. It was, however, a retraditionalisatation that didn’t just
look back to the prevailing protectionist social democratic order but to the liberation of laissez-
faire capitalism, this time on a global scale. Affirming decentralisation, competition and price-
based coordination, governments around the world implemented deregulatory policies that
curtailed welfare provision and exposed individuals to the discipline of market autonomy. In
education it encouraged the deconstruction of systems in favour of self-managing schools and
other learning enterprises (Marginson 1997). It demanded that learners should choose and pay,
and be responsible for their own outcomes. It pressed educators to become self-managing
individuated professionals who increasingly operated in internal markets within large
organisations.

The knowledge economy:  Practical changes in production and consumption have shifted the
profile of goods and services, and patterns of work and employment. The rhetoric was all about
knowledge as the key resource that makes the difference in profitability. Companies divested
themselves of buildings and bodies, and returned improved shareholder value. They also
struggled to manage knowledge that was embodied and disembodied, and didn’t act like a
conventional commodity. Because knowledge made the difference in ‘informational capitalism’
(Castells 1998), and bodies didn’t, the pressure was on to shift the emphasis in education from the
formation of an up-skilled, internationally competitive workforce to the preparation of an
autonomous and self-responsible learning community that invested in knowledge through life.
Once-off, front-end learning that realised a static product, the educated (or skilled) individual,
gave way to lifelong learning and a dynamic product, individual continuous improvement that
would benefit bodies in the labour market and profitability in enterprises.

The support society: Now there are signs of a new episode (Zuboff and Maxim 2002). It
recognises that autonomous, self-responsible, continuously improving individuals are
increasingly out of alignment with actual organisations. They seek opportunities to define
themselves as a distinctive ‘me’ through their life style choices and consumption but they
confront old styled organisations based in the hierarchies of managerial capitalism but with
control ratcheted up by competitive market relations. This organisational legacy of mass
production, albeit in a market context, denies their autonomy and their life project based in
psychological self-determination and self-sovereignty.

In search of psychological self-determination, the new individuals want something that
modern organizations cannot give them: tangible support in leading the lives they choose.
They want to be freed from the time-consuming stress, rage, injustice, and personal
defeat that accompany so many commercial exchanges. (Zuboff and Maxim 2002),p. 4)

Despite the money invested in organisational change, the legacy of managerialism fails to
recognise individuation and the needs of individuals. It engenders a serious lack of trust in
institutions and organisations, both public and private, and unlocks individuals from expectations
of loyalty. It also stimulates innovative practices as individuals refuse to submit to the old
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enterprise logic that privileges production and treats consumers as ‘objects of commerce, …
anonymous pawns in the exploitative games of market segmentation, penetration, and
manipulative pseudo-intimacy’ (Zuboff and Maxim, 2003, p. 11). Instead they assert their voice,
make choices, and control their destinies and cash in pursuit of their own life project. Individuals
become the source of value because they spend in order to build relationships and buy the time
and space to realise them selves. This realignment creates new opportunities for enterprise, based
in providing ‘deep support’. It’s a kind of PA service to individuals throughout their work-life, at
least for those who can pay. Wealth is created through these relationships with individuals and
through the quality of deep support that is generated. Enterprises and networks invest in
commitment and trust in order to maximise realised relationship value (Zuboff and Maxim 2002).

These episodes in change are not strictly historical periods with delineated time frames but reveal
aspects of change that compound the ongoing dynamics of institutional and individual
reconfiguration. The outcomes of each episode lingers and co-exists with others, creating a
montage that adds up to a different landscape. Education design progresses alongside these
developments. There is empirical evidence that suggests that conscious and unconscious
institutional reconfiguring complements the episodes outline here.

Education redesigned
To illustrate the patterns of educational reconfiguration that accompany the earlier episodes of
contemporary capitalism it is enough to simply gesture at the substantial literature that documents
the decentralisation and marketisation of education, and implications of neo-liberal governance.
What is more useful is to illustrate the more recent developments that accompany the
identification of a knowledge economy and support society. To this end, I outline three cases,
which suggest a reform trajectory that complements the wider patterns of change. I have titled
these: the ethical educational entrepreneur; a capability-building organisation; and networked
advocacy in the support economy.

Ethical educational entrepreneurs
 Research on TAFE in the mid-1990s showed that while some staff reveled in commercial
activities and others decried them as a new philistinism, most teachers experienced processes of
decentralisation and self-management as a process of living contradictions between economic
imperatives and their own educational commitments. They were pressed towards income
generation. They were subject to work intensification. They were expected to deal with a whole
raft of new organisational demands - accountability processes, quality processes, various forms of
management - which accompanied self-management (Angus 1997). While some teachers
continued to commit themselves to the established parameters of teacher professionalism, framed
by the bureaucratic-professional networks of 20th century education, many others were living the
contradictions in ways, which took them into new and innovative forms of educational practice. I
termed these new practices capacity-building strategies because they appear to be committed to
educational values that affirm human development, but operationalise these in ways which not
only accommodate the imperatives and demands associated with self-management but also
exploit opportunities in the new structures to extend educational opportunities. One associate
director described this shift in practice as ‘doing business with an educators’ heart’ (Seddon
2000).
 
 In a TAFE department, for example, the remaining 3 permanent staff worked with sessional
teachers coming from industry to develop a cooperative approach to curriculum development,
pedagogy and assessment (Seddon and Brown 1997). The effect of this development was to meet
the Institute’s managerial and budgetary requirements and also extend learning opportunities for
students and staff.  Perhaps more significantly, the innovations served to realign the work of the
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departments so that its organisational axis shifted. The department became less significant as an
organisational frame and staff saw their contribution to the occupational community they served.
They occupied a distinctive place in that community, producing knowledge through the
engagement of industry-based and permanent teachers, disseminating knowledge as they inducted
students into the knowledge and ways of the occupation, and circulating knowledge and expertise
through the occupation more generally. These developments moved the work of the department
well beyond the traditional parameters of work organisation and encouraged an entrepreneurial,
go-getting orientation to education business. This trajectory was in line with the calls for
industry-driven training but also affirmed traditional views of educational work, which prioritises
student’s learning and their benefits. As one teacher commented, the department
 

 has become a business.  I mean, I think to survive you have to see yourself as a business
that is providing education to the client who, from a policy point of view, is industry, but
from the educator’s point of view is the people that come in here on a daily basis.  I think
it’s wrestling with that - trying to keep industry happy but making sure that we treat our
customers not as customers or as clients, but ... in a broad sort of educational perspective.
I mean, we really do see them as people and, sure, we have to justify our existence under
policy, but they are still people with problems, people with issues, and, from and
educational perspective, that’s just as important as meeting the demands of industry.

 
Capacity building organisations
 A study of decision-making in public and private training providers in the late 1990s provided
evidence of substantial staff involvement in knowledge production and knowledge management
for organisational purposes. We described this knowledge work as ‘enterprise-based research’
(Seddon and Malley 1998). CEOs in some VET enterprises approached research instrumentally
as an externally imposed requirement. Other managers recognised that, in self-managing
organisations, there was a need for site-based knowledge production to inform organisational
decision making and that, furthermore, this knowledge production provided a valuable strategy
for staff development, which benefited both individuals and the enterprise. Management of the
enterprise increasingly became a process not of hierarchical decision-making but of cooperative
engagement which supported a culture of questioning and enhanced enterprise operations.
 
 In one small private training provider, the managing director indicated that employers seek out
her training provision because it makes a difference to their productivity and profitability. She is
committed to an integrated educational approach to workplace learning which is rooted in the
culture of the workplace and she asserts that these educational practices depend upon the
professionalism of her teachers.  However, she requires her teachers to develop their skills in
crossing boundaries between educational and industrial contexts, dealing with the contradictory
discourses of public service education and capitalist profitability in industry, and learning to use
forms of organisation and reporting which accommodate the culture of workplaces (Waterhouse
and Sefton 1997)
 
Such organisations are often relatively flat with workplace relationships being horizontal rather
than hierarchical. This doesn’t mean that there are no office politics but the emphasis is shifted
away from conventional organisational hierarchies (Clegg 1989). One training company CEO
described the company as an inverted pyramid (Seddon 2001). The teachers were at the top of the
pyramid because they were crucial in enabling the company to do the training which was its core
business. The administrators were next because they supported the teachers. The managers were
at the bottom of the pyramid, orchestrating the overall organisation in ways, which served other
staff. Rosa, who was both a trainer and a manager, described the service character of management
in the company:
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When you're a trainer you're very much doing a job for [the trainees] and trying to keep
them all happy and trying to keep your trainees, in a sense, safe from some of the other
stuff that's going on ... and that's what teachers do, you try and keep a nice safe - safe but
challenging environment ...As a manager you have to be far more pragmatic, you have to
be far more - trying to think of a word - cocooning and encompassing. Its about listening
- it's a lot more listening about what these people want from a management point of view.
Its about being a manager - its about being pragmatic. It's being able to see both sides -
all sides of the issues. As a trainer all you see is the educational issues and that's what you
are there for. As a manager you have to see the educational issues, you have to see the
financial issues, you have to see the industrial issues, you have to see all of those things
and find a ground where they're comfortable. And sometimes you mightn't be
comfortable - it might be too far away from education than you really like but, if you
agree here, you'll try to set an agenda for the teacher to work in the educational paradigm
in a sense.  So [management ] is about balancing roles, its about balancing hats and its
about being pragmatic in the long term in the way to keep that person training most
comfortable and secure because that's your role. Because when you're out there [training]
you really want someone who will manage the project to keep you away from the politics
as much as possible.

Shared understandings and values bound the staff in this training company together and there was
a company commitment to staff development. Two or three days a year were devoted to all day
meetings where all the staff and other friends of the company came together to renew friendships,
discuss issues and learn from one another. These workplace relationships provided the immediate
cultural basis that underpinned shared understandings. Many of the staff also shared personal
histories as adult educators working with second-chance learners in TAFE. The CEO indicated
that some of the staff had worked together in a country TAFE college but, with training reform,
they had gone out into project work and subsequently had decided to establish the unit as a
private company. This final step was taken with some trepidation but was justified by their
greater autonomy in a small business compared to TAFE and, hence, increased capacity to realise
their learning agenda. Their decision had been endorsed by unions in the industries in which they
on the grounds that the politics of their learning agenda was more important than ritual support
for public TAFE Institutes.

This endorsement by the unions illustrates the way the provider worked to build relationships
with other agencies and stakeholders in order to build support for their learning agenda. This
bridge-building also occurred with employers and the managers in client companies that
contracted the provider’s services. It was a pattern of relationship building that was strongly
pedagogical in character because, as one teacher noted, industry doesn’t always know what it
wants or how to get there:

I believe we have to be honest and transparent in what we're doing. Sometimes its
difficult for people to understand what outcomes they actually want and the ways of
achieving them.  They may have a different view about how they could achieve them but
it is our responsibility to gradually show people that there are other outcomes possible,
other desirable outcomes that they might go for and there are other ways that they might
achieve them. You know, processes of collaboration and inclusion. Maybe once [these
processes] were unknown to them or they are uncomfortable with them. They may not
like those sorts of processes, but we may be able to introduce them to those processes and
use those processes in the learning to achieve particular outcomes. Because they're
looking, they're watching.
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This vision of learning and relationship-building allowed the staff to build empathetic, mutually
caring relationships with one and other, and with trainees and managers in workplaces, that
sustained productive learning. The teachers and managers in the training company knew, from
lived experience, that pedagogy in the workplace was never a neutral knowledge transaction.
Workplaces are always politically charged, with sharp inequalities and systematic patterns of
inclusion and exclusion. They recognised that their work in supporting learning meant negotiating
these enduring structures of power, which defined winners and losers. As one teacher noted, the
distinctiveness of the RTO's work practices lay in commitments to social justice and in the role of
teachers in encouraging learners to take responsibility for their own learning. She put it this way:

I believe we're not just working for us, we're working for the people we're training and
we're working for a whole pile of things. So apart from being here to make money, its
also about making things better for various people that are the shopfloor workers or
they're managers or they're parents in a school canteen. And its not about doing it for
them, it's about helping them to get there.

Networked advocacy in the support economy.
 Since 1999 there has been growing emphasis on communities in Victoria and, in particular, on the
notion that young people falling through the cracks between education and employment might
benefit from community-based education (Seddon and Billett 2003). The Victorian Government
established Local Learning and Employment Networks (LLEN) in 2001 to support 15-19 year
olds achieve education and employment outcomes and to build communities on a regional basis
across the state. These LLEN are a specific government directed network. Other networks and
partnerships have formed around Australia as a consequence of community movements and/or the
availability of funding to support community-based learning. These networks are distinct from
established education and training providers because they link up a series of different agencies,
creating a federation of enterprises with shared interests, rather like the staff within the training
company. For instance, the LLEN commonly embrace local schools, TAFE Institutes, community
education providers, local government, employers and other community agencies. Each party has
their own interests but puts these aside to work on the partnership agenda. In the government-
funded evaluation of LLEN (Department of Education and Training 2002)iii, it was noted that:
 

… there is widespread support for this innovation. The importance of community-
building and supporting education and employment outcomes for young people is almost
universally accepted. The principles underpinning LLEN are seen to be a good idea.
Working for youth is a simple but powerful message that is rallying diverse groups and
people. As a result new conversations are beginning, sectional interests are being set
aside and strategic action and careful decision-making are leading to beneficial outcomes.

 
 These networks are certainly not conflict free. One of the major tasks for the staff is to manage
the interests of participating agencies and the complexities of a volunteer workforce in order to
realise outcomes for kids and communities. The Executive Officer at one regional LLEN
described the complexities and value in building LLEN relationships:
 

The LLEN committee of management (COM) is well networked, an incestuous bunch, it
would be a surprise if a new person turned up that they didn’t know. The Kennett period
sparked competition and now they are trying to break it down at the COM level. The first
six months was spent extinguishing fires among the agendas. Now they can say it was
that period. There is the same dynamic now among the membership and the broader
community.
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The principals were new to this and NGOs and had felt out of the reform process and the
region. Now they have found collegial support. Local Government has been impacted too
– the municipality has developed a youth strategy and youth officer as a result of the local
government reps role on the COM.

In the beginning, all these people were on the LLEN because they had ‘a watching brief’,
they were watching each other and the LLEN. All feared ‘an education take-over’. All
have now become energised. We have 6 working parties. All are chaired by COM
members. Participation in the LLEN has increased. Now people want to be involved.

 
 The LLEN have been successful in generating diverse innovations that build relationships and
broker activities to support kids (eg. Hull, 2003). Staff acknowledge that some initiatives come to
nothing but, in such cases, they are opportunistic. They don’t keep on trying but follow up other
leads and other contacts to develop further initiatives.
 
 This work of relationship-building and brokering initiatives is complicated. It requires the
individual to be adept at crossing boundaries and finding ways of communicating with people
who are often not like them. They have to be knowledgeable about many different sectors and
able to supply accurate knowledge to all the different agencies involved in a partnership. And
they have to see where support is needed and how agencies can be supported to move the
initiatives along. Joan, a project officer at one LLEN, made this point:
 

 The working group identified that when schools are grappling with change, they’re
grappling with enormous information overload and knowledge base.  There was a lack of
understanding of school-based traineeships and apprenticeships and what that means.
There was a lack of resources for a school to establish a program and know who to talk to
and what are the guidelines for the program.  So my role was to identify which schools
wanted to put their toe in the water and perhaps looking to move into this new initiative,
this new area, and to assist them with that process.

 
 Continuity and change?
 These three cases offer insights into the practical processes of education change. They each
suggest that education reform is being driven by large scale changes which are promoting market-
based coordination and governance over coordination based in hierarchies. To operate in these
decentralised, marketised and neo-liberal contexts requires individuals not to follow rules and
attend to the dictates of command structures but to exercise their own agency in and beyond
work. In this respect, each case reveals the development of individuated neo-liberal subjects,
entrepreneurial selves.
 
 However, this characterisation is insufficient. None of the individuals described have becomes
simple market actors, even though each one is now working in a context where their funding base
is more transparent and, sometimes, more based in commercial activity. Rather, the individuation
and exercise of individual agency evident in these cases is connected to other developments:
 
! Individuation that is evident as (pressure for) increased individual agency, including agency

in building self-organising networks;
!  the assertion of particular values, especially the value of supporting individuals in their

learning;
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! the realisation of those values through learning that is supported by a very focused concern
for the learner, making the learner the consumer in knowledge transactions and also the focus
of deep support, irrespective of their position or role;

! the active construction of relationships in ways that build bridges across cultural differences,
based in different agencies, occupations or social groups, in order to pursue particular agenda;

! the recognition of an increased capacity to act rooted in those relationships where difference
is not so great that shared understandings cannot be realised;

! the consolidation and maintenance of networks that support coordination through trust-based
reciprocity and gift; and

! the operationalisation and resourcing of those networks through links with either market or
hierarchical mechanisms.

 These observations suggest that contemporary education reform is not just a marketisation of
education but a complex individual, social and organisational reconfiguration in which network
formation and maintenance are central.
 
 This multi-layered process of institutional and individual redesign shifts the balance of
coordination and governance away from hierarchy and centralised networks, and towards markets
and decentralised networks. This shifting locus of coordination encourages individuation and the
exercise of individual agency but in association with network formation that is driven through
community movement as well as through designed projects(Seddon, Billett et al. 2003).
 
 Dependence upon networks is, of course, not new. Centralised hierarchical governance in
education since though the 20th century depended upon an alignment between bureaucracy and
professional networks. This relationship was materialised through the office of the Director
General of Education who originally embodied the convergence of professional expertise with
bureaucratic authority ((Seddon, Billett et al. 2003). It remains visible in the structure of
education industrial relations in which centralised teachers unions represent teachers in
negotiations with the Department, the representative of the teacher employing agency and public
interest (Spaull and Hince 1986) in negotiations about the relative authority of bureaucratic and
professional definitions of employment and work practices, and the exercise of managerial
prerogative.
 
 What has changed is the character of the networks – from abstracted bureaucratic-professional
networks to networks that are more grounded in particular communities. These decentralised
networks and the patterns of coordination and governance that they support offer more scope for
community movement and individual agency than existed in the old centralised networks. For
established centralised agencies the pressure to develop decentralised networks presents
considerable challenges. Unions and political parties are currently struggling with this shift in
practices of network organisation. Universities, schools and TAFE Institutes are also behind in
the race towards decentralised networks compared to private education providers that can be
more agile in the development of networks. This is represented in Figure 1.
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 Figure 1: States, markets and networks in education reform
 
 
 

 
 
 
 There are costs with decentralised networks. They are generally poorly resourced in comparison
with centralised networks both in terms of direct resourcing and in infrastructure. This is seems to
be partly because decentralised networks are not recognised as important in contemporary
coordination and governance, and also because there is a lack of understanding of the work
involved in forming and sustaining decentralised networks (Mertova, Clemans et al. 2003). As a
result decentralised networks are either not explicitly resourced or are resource squeezed. It
encourages trust-based organisation and the mobilisation of non-commodified resources, but puts
a heavy load on all concerned. The potential for individual burnout is high and this has
implications for the sustainability of networks, leading to churning amongst decentralised
networks, loss of institutional memory and failure to realise their promise (Seddon and Billett
2003). There are also disadvantages associated with their localism and their ties with established
non-professionalised power relations (Johnson 1989). Yet, bureaucratic professionalism has its
own unfortunate consequences, like its abstraction, hyper-rationalism and command character, as
well as its strengths, evident in its commitment to universalistic public service.
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 Funding to support the development of decentralised networks and the individuation that they
encourage are made available largely through their associations with market mechanisms or
public funding allocated through hierarchy. Networks can self-generate money through calls on
their membership (eg. membership fees) but, apart from this, income generation depends upon
mobilizing labour in market-like conditions (eg. fetes, sausage sizzles, not-for-profit services) or
by entering agreements with funding agencies (eg. government, philanthropic trusts, industry)
that generate a surplus for distribution. While network operations are shaped by these funding
arrangements and associations, they do not become entirely subject to the organisational logic’s
of market and hierarchy. Instead, network coordination provides a counter-pressure, affirming
patterns of coordination and governance that acknowledge relationships, trust, reciprocity and gift
within these other organisational logics. These associations temper the market by encouraging the
development of not-for-profit arrangements and enterprises that are sharply focused on the quality
of support and learning provided to learners/clients. Such ‘quality’ goods and services are
sometimes presented as a quasi-gift, as embodying something more than a conventional market
transaction. Network organisation also speaks back to hierarchy in ways that challenge its hyper-
rationality and managerial prerogatives.
 
 In all this, networks appear to be a linchpin in processes of coordination and governance. They
have been neglected in the research focus on the shift from state to market governance but appear
to be critical in the operations of both hierarchy and markets. Without networks, both hierarchy
and markets become totalitarian. With networks, hierarchy is in relation with centralised networks
to provide individuals with voice and protection from command processes and managerial
prerogative. When in relation with markets, networks permit the sourcing of information to
inform decision making and strategic action. Such information gathering allows the agency
(individual or organisation) to assess that they are in-line with and/or strategically positioned
within prevailing market conditions. This information gathering also provides protections by
reducing the risks associated with becoming a market outlyer and increasing the confidence of the
agency.
 
 In each case networks provide the agency with informational or knowledge-based anchoring. The
network constitutes a repository for knowledge resources, including institutional memory and
values. It also provides an anchor point from which to depart into new relationships,
conversations and knowledge transactions, and a place to return to where they can find
familiarity, support and intellectual renewal. The network provides agencies, especially
individuals, with some protection in a world where established centralised arrangements are
breaking down. It equally becomes a place that requires protection, as a repository for knowledge,
memory and values, and as locus for individuated agency supported by a community of practice.
In this respect networks enable processes of individuation because they offer, or at least promise,
protection and support to individuated agency.
 
 The roles networks play in coordination and governance make them important both as an anchor
point and as a focus for practical politics. In conditions which endorse centralised governance, it
makes sense to support and resource centralised networks to give voice and enable the
participation of stakeholders. When governance is decentralized, the challenge is to build
decentralised networks. The resource demands of this work make it difficult to sustain
decentralized networks as stand alone entities. The better strategy may be to mobilise resources
available through established centralised structures (eg. unions, universities, local government,
bureaucracies) in ways that provide infrastructure for decentralised networks.
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