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 Abstract

This paper explores how teachers manage issues of risk of harm to children. It argues that under current
regimes of accountability and surveillance teachers’ have redefined how they enact a duty of care. The
specific strategies that teachers employ in their classrooms and outside to ensure their own and their
students’ safety are presented and examined from a lens of the impact of these activities on teacher
professionalism.

Introduction

Over the past decade there has been a growing erosion of trust in public institutions. The
church, police, health care systems and schooling systems have all come under some form of
critical scrutiny, either through the media or through government instigated inquiries. As part
of this increased public interest in schools and the teaching profession, new policies have
been developed with more stringent accountability, monitoring and reporting regime. It is
within this situation that Giddens (1990:35) claims that risk and trust intertwine, where trust
is “normally serving to reduce or minimize the dangers to which particular types of activity are
subject.” It is not surprising then that under conditions where teachers have lost the trust of
some sections of the community their perception of the possibilities of risk, acceptable or
other, for themselves and their students,  will be heightened. Moreover, what is seen as
“acceptable risk” – the minimizing of danger – will vary in different contexts, bur is usually
central in sustaining trust. (Giddens 1990)

I argue that the new regimes of accountability expressed in the revised child protection
policies in New South Wales have had a significant impact on how teachers think and talk
about their work in classrooms and schools, and second on how they work with children and
other teachers. This in turn has led to what I call a heightened ‘risk consciousness’ in terms of
how teachers comply with government policy in order to minimize their own personal and
professional risk as it relates to their interaction with students, parents and peers inside and
outside of classrooms.

In this paper I draw on data gained from focus groups interviews with teachers, principals,
education bureaucrats and members of the teachers’ federation on the impact of child
protection policies on teachers’ classroom practice and their professional identity. Two
questions are used to shape and develop the paper: i. what form does risk consciousness take
for teachers regarding the required compliance and implementation of child protection
policies? and ii. What are the effects of this on teachers’ practice and professional identity?

Risk consciousness, risk cultures and risk anxiety

Risk awareness and risk consciousness are now part of an everyday lexicon that prescribe
and proscribe the activities of people working in most aspects of public and private life.  In
response to this, risk cultures develop that reinforce a subjective notion and concern for risk.
Central to these cultures as they relate to child protection is the perception that risk is possible
in any encounter with a child. The public/private and official and non- official discourses
around child protection reinforce issues of safety, wellbeing and welfare for children as part of
the duty of care of teachers.

Implicit within risk cultures is what Jackson and Scott (1999: 88) call “risk anxiety”,
which they suggest is “a constant and pervasive feature of everyday consciousness,
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managed through everyday practices”.  Given the current situation that rarely a week goes
by without some form of public scrutiny by the media on the teaching profession  in
general and teachers’ practice in schools in particular the claim that risk anxiety is
manifest in the behaviours of teachers has some credence.  Moreover, for teachers while
there is some protection through education policy (see Sachs and Mellor forthcoming) and
guidelines it is still the case that while it is “fuelled by public discussions of risk but
individuals are left to find their own ways of coping with the uncertainty it engenders
(Jackson and Scott 1999: 88).

The development of increased risk consciousness by teachers across both public and private
spheres needs to be understood in the light of the erosion of trust. Risk, danger and blame
characterise institutional responses to uncertainty and ambiguity. As Caplan (2000:23)
observes “one aspect of risk management is that, in its name, control can be asserted by
governments and other bodies over populations”. By its very nature risk is about power and
control – who has the power to make decisions about what constitutes risk and what kind of
strategies or regulatory frameworks are to be put in place to ensure compliance. The strong
and sustained push for accountability required by governments, and various risk management
and quality assurance methods to ensure that this is done, has to be seen in this light. Child
protection policies, both in their form and content, act as regulatory frameworks which
constrain and proscribe teachers’ practices and emphasise a ‘safe’ and ‘risk averse’ form of
practice. In practice, it ensures the external control of teachers’ work in schools and
classrooms.

For teachers risk is present in their taken-for-granted practices in classrooms, and
expressed in terms of how they interact with their students, both verbally but also in a
behavioural sense- through encouragement or nurturing through touch. At the very core of
teachers’ practice is how they enact their duty of care both in terms of taking reasonable
care to ensure a child’s physical and more recently emotional safety. Primary schooling in
particular, embodies what Nias (1999) describes as a ‘culture of care’. Where to care for
children was to teach well and to accept the need for continuing self- improvement.  This
duty of care can be breached if there is evidence of a teacher is seen to be negligent by not
providing adequate supervision inside or outside of the classroom. Not surprisingly, risk is
synonymous with danger for both students and teachers. Children are seen as being an ‘at risk
group’, vulnerable to harmful risks and in need of protection

Inside and outside of schools concerns are also being expressed that new ‘safer’ practices
(eg, distancing, ‘no touch’, new forms of teacher and student surveillance) are reducing
teachers’ capacities to foster child development (eg, motor skills, perceptual skills,
interpersonal skills (McWilliam and Sachs forthcoming). Here lies the major paradox of
the interpretation and application of current child protection policies. On the one hand,
teachers are modifying their classroom behaviour as a risk minimization response to child
protection policy, while on the other they are going against the axiom that risk taking is
required for child learning to occur. How teachers negotiate this paradox is the focus of
this paper.

In what follows I identify some examples of how teachers are becoming risk averse in
their classroom behaviour. In particular I note how discourses and practices of risk of harm
to children are developing in teachers a new timidity, one in which self surveillance and
self management stand at the core of what it means to be a teacher both in terms of
professional identity and personal practice. Risk of harm, which is a central tenet of child
protection policies is calibrated to include minor that is cumulative in nature and results in a
detrimental effect of a significant nature to a student if allowed to continue.
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Teachers’ Work practices

Smyth et al (2000: 127) argue that “like all forms of white collar work teaching is undergoing
significant change due to the reorganization of work practices resulting from the application
of technologies of control” aimed at increased accountability. The intensification of their
work is well documented as this relates to dealing with constant education change, curriculum
reform and greater expectations by the community regarding the pastoral nature of their
work. On the basis of our data it became clear that teachers’ work practices inside and outside
of classrooms were modified Teachers reported that they were certainly more cautious and
careful in terms of how they related to students in their care. Many teachers spoke of ensuring
that they were visible at all times, that classrooms were now public rather than private spaces
and in particular that they were concerned with ensuring their own safety as well as fulfilling
their legislated duty of care. On the basis of interviews with teachers in state, catholic and
independent schools two general observations can be made regarding how teachers are
responding to the new child protection policies. First is that younger teachers are more careful
and cautious in their classroom practice. In some instances these teachers are taking extra
precautions to ensure that they will not be accused of abuse. These include developing
specific strategies to create physical space between themselves and their students. A senior
Officer of the Teachers’ Federation reported that:

there had been a fundamental shift in the way teachers see their practice, there is a far
greater consciousness of the potential risks to individual teachers and that does
certainly not mean that there is not a need to protect children and the need to
minimise risk to children. … there has been far greater emphasis on the issues of
touching children and that has far reaching effects of both professional and personal
soul searching both for individual teachers and the profession collectively and its
about balancing duty of care, the caring and nurturing part of teaching with the
potential to find yourself subject to allegations of child abuse.

Second, there are gender and age differences between teachers. Male teachers are certainly
more cautious and risk averse than female teachers. More experienced teachers are also more
likely to take risks when it comes to their interpretation of child protection guidelines. These
teachers put their students’ interests ahead of their own possibility of risk. Interestingly, this is
in contrast to Nias’s (1999:70) claim that “experienced teachers often feel more rather than
less vulnerable than their younger colleagues, because they construe allegations, explicit or
implicit, of technical ineptitude as attacks on their ability to make sound moral judgements
and so upon their professional identity”.  However, the difference here is about judgements of
competence as opposed to improper behaviour by teachers.

Watching yourself: Self surveillance/self management

Child protection policies act as a disciplinary mechanism of power concerns, where according
to Foucault

‘Discipline may be identified neither with an institution nor with an apparatus; it is a
type of power, a modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set of instruments,
techniques, procedures, levels of application, targets; it is a ‘physics’ or an anatomy of
power, a technology.  Foucault, Discipline and Punish, cited in Smart 1985: 89)

In this sense the policies set the limits for what can be expected of teachers in their classroom
practices. Specifically, the interpretation and enactment of child protection policies by
teachers and managers in schools, could be seen in terms of disciplinary institutions
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themselves in which there was “secreted a machinery of control that functioned like a
microscope of conduct; the fine analytical divisions that they created formed around men an
apparatus of observation, recording and training”. Foucault (cited in Rabinow 1984: 191)

Elsewhere (Sachs and Mellor forthcoming) I have identifies the implicit and explicit intentions
of child protection policies and bureaucratic codes of conduct as being to:

• Ensure the safety and welfare of children in all contexts or settings
• Minimise the risk of harm to children
• Ensure that schools are safe places for children to learn by providing a safe and

nurturing environment
• Inform teachers about how to monitor their own and their colleagues’ behaviour
• Make teachers and others aware of their responsibilities to the wider community as

well as children
• Ensure that teachers and other professionals behave ethically
• Ensure public confidence in public education through the legal responsibility of duty

of care.

As suggested earlier, the interpretation and implementation of child protection policies have
had significant material effects on teachers in that on the one hand, teachers’ practice have
changed, while on the other school cultures and the professional and personal relationships
between teachers and principals and teachers and teachers have changed as well.. This cultural
change is captured by the following comment from a senior member of the Teachers’
Federation.

... it has had a impact on the relationships between teachers and principals. If there is a
collegial relationship between principal and teacher it is one of openness and then all
of a sudden that has to be carefully managed and guarded in terms of information that
you would get about a colleague …

Change in behaviour

 Teachers reported that their behaviour in classrooms had changed recently, this was
especially in terms of the public nature of teaching. From this developed that axiom that it
was imperative never be alone in the classroom with a student. Clearly teachers saw the
possibility of risk to themselves in any interaction with students. Accordingly teaching and
relationships with students had to be conducted in the full view of others. Classroom once
private spaces for teachers and students were now public spaces with clear visibility lines to
protect teachers from unwarranted allegations. The following are indicative teachers’
concerns.

I’ll never be in a classroom alone with a student. I always go outside. I stand on the
balcony, the playground. Or if that’s not possible and I have to see a students in the
classroom I will ask her to bring her friends along and they can sit at the back of the
classroom.

And,

My behaviour has changed. I would have been in the classrooms with students by my
self all the time.
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The tentative and delicate nature of teachers’ interpretation and application duty of care is
tested especially in the relationships that teachers develop with their students. Many teachers
believed that positive and supportive relationships with the students ensured positive learning
outcomes and great satisfaction for them. Care as responsibility for learners (Nias 1999) was
part of teachers professional duty, that is teachers ought to act with their pupils’ interest in
mind. As Nias (1999:70) observes “Although teachers’ moral responsibility for children
sometimes focusses upon their physical, social, emotional or moral welfare, they are primarily
concerned with their pupils learning. While this view was certainly evident in the interviews
with teachers, special education teachers were put in an ambiguous position regarding their
need for physical intervention in order to facilitate student learning:

… special education teachers have some issues that are hard to deal with. One of the
things they often have to do is have physical strategies to get students attention, like
putting a finger on their chin and turning their head, if the student pulls away it looks
like the teacher is being rough but they are not … out in the community it can look
inappropriate to people who do not know what is happening …

The level of concern regarding the possible threat of an allegation has led to an increased level
of anxiety by teachers. In its most severe manifestation it has led in some instances of teachers
reporting themselves to the Department

She had lost it and done something that she considered completely inappropriate. The
teacher lashed out and slapped a student on the hand after he tried to fiddle with a
piece of pottery ... it was a reflex action … she hit him on the hand… so she reported
herself.

Watching others

Teachers spoke of not only being aware of their own behaviour and monitoring it but also
casting a watchful gaze over their colleagues. Significantly this expressed itself in two ways, on
the one hand it was in a collegial sense of ‘looking out for your colleagues and protecting
them from themselves’ or teachers’ protecting themselves so that they are not implicated in
the behaviour of the colleagues. The following example indicates the sense of suspicion that is
becoming more evident among teachers.

… We had a  teacher who was staying in  Canberra and one of the girls was throwing
up in the night and had a terrible headache and the teacher took the student to his
room, sat her on the bed, went to the bathroom and got some Panadol and gave it to
the student. A female teacher saw what she was doing and reported the male teacher
on the basis that he had a student alone in his room at night and he was in his pyjamas
and she was in her pyjamas.

A general credo for teachers was to be alert but not alarmed and manifests itself in the form
of being watchful of others’ behaviour. The following are illustrative of teachers engaging a
protective gaze of their colleagues:

We think that everyone is aware of these risks but not everyone displays knowledge or
awareness of those risks. You see things happen and you think did you see that. Like
male staff behaving in a way that could be misinterpreted by students and staff. Risky
behaviour I’ve seen it. When I’ve seen it I have reported it for the protection of that
teacher.

I am not on the watch but if I saw anything I would deal with it …
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In the last 5 years my role has been to do team teaching with teachers and I am used
to being watched when I am working.

Finally, while it would be possible for the norms of collegiality and professionalism to be lost
in reality the norm and value collegiality still remains, especially with less experienced teachers:

I would be concerned if I heard frequent yelling as there is a risk of emotional abuse
towards children. I would see it as part of my role to guide the teacher towards more
positive management strategies.

Issues of personal space: even as a woman

Teachers spoke frequently of creating physical and spatial boundaries around them – in some
cases they spoke about these spaces as being no go zones for children. This was certainly one
of the most radical risk minimisation responses to allegations of physical abuse. One teacher
placed a rope a meter in circumference around the teacher during reading to create a space
where children are not to enter.

It became clear during the course of the interviews that while there were some gender
distinctions between men and women regarding personal space and public and private
visibility “even as a woman, you have to create boundaries between you and the kids. Even
simple situations can get out of hand” (Woman teacher state school).

More particularly for men however, “You are always aware with girls within your own
personal space. The first thing I do is to take a step back and put something between us.
Check that the windows are open in the room and the door”.

Monitoring language

Allegations of abuse were not limited to physical abuse – emotional abuse through the use of
sarcasms or immoderate language was also reported. Monitoring of behaviour and language
was an integral part of teachers’ practice in classrooms. As one teacher reported: “All the time,
I am now super careful and monitor every word of my language and practice. Every word!”

This had an effect on their teaching strategies, especially questioning:

You become like a detective. You have to be careful on the questions that you ask, so
that if there is anything in it you are not putting your own interpretation on it. All of
this implies that the teacher needs to be well educated in the issues as well as be able
to handle it appropriately.

Men at risk/men as risk

This is a significant issue as it relates to problems in attracting men into primary school
teaching. Males are seen as possible perpetrators or abuse against children as are put in the
position of being at risk but also cast as a risk.

We never leave a male colleague in a room by himself. We support him.

I think it’s really sad, in effect it means that men can’t be kindergarten teachers.

It has become too difficult for me. I don’t ever want to be put in a position where I’m
in strife. So I am gone… And I will do anything I can to keep my boys out of
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teaching. I will actively discourage them, Even though it is a profession that I have
enjoyed and their mother has enjoyed, I think it is a terrible shame.

New accountability – to the profession, parents and the community

About behaviour inside and outside of classrooms and about documentation of classroom
practice 0acting with extreme caution.

There are some things that I would document on my computer and there are some
things that I would never put on my computer and that I would write in a pencil in a
notebook. I have notes on all of my students that I have taught and there are
somethings that I will not put on computer. I spent one year in the state system and I
taught a child who was being abused by her father. My (class attendance) roll was
subpoena-ed to court. I am very careful. I am very conscious of this stuff …

They would not go to their doctor or dentist and say “you’re doing the wrong thing
because I don’t like the way you are doing it,

Conclusion

The interpretation of child protection policies in classrooms has had clear implications on
teachers’ classroom practice. Their implantation of the key professional and legal principal
of duty of care has now been tempered by increasing risk consciousness and risk anxiety.
While teachers are still committed to ensuring positive learning experiences and learning
outcomes for their students this is done within the context of possible allegations of
physical or emotional abuse being made against them. Importantly, the spectre of this will
in the long term create a timidly among teachers, where conservative and safe practices are
preferred in classrooms ahead of more risky strategies where students could come to new
insights and skills through a less directed approach. The challenge for teachers will be how
to maintain professional autonomy which is the hallmark of a strong and vital profession
while at the same time ensuring compliance with the accountabilities enshrined in
education policy. While I acknowledge that being cautious is better than being reckless, a
balance between the two is necessary. However, cowering compliance should be avoided
at all costs. We should take guidance from Raymond Williams (1989:322) who argues
“We must speak for hope, as long as it doesn’t mean suppressing the nature of the danger.”
Danger in many respects is with us everyday. It is the strategies used to negotiate and
forestall danger that are worth investigating. Classrooms should not be dangerous places
for either students or teachers but it could be said that increasingly some forms of
bureaucratic rationality see danger in every or any activity where teachers and students are
involved. It is the hope that comes from students and teachers who are willing to take risks
about the conditions in which learning occurs. While classrooms need to be safe they do
not need to be sterile, moreover, it is not always possible to foresee a potential danger
despite attempts to create safe environments.
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