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EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND THE
CONTRADICTORY DISCOURSES

OF EVALUATION

John A. Codd

Faculty of Education, Massey University, Private Bag 11222,
Palmerston North, New Zealand

Abstract Educational reform in New Zealand has entailed major changes in the
discourses of educational policy, including the discourses of evaluation. Assur-
ance auditing and school effectiveness reviews are forms of educational evalu-
ation that have emerged at a time of major structural change within both society
and education. These forms of evaluation are manifestations of the ideologies of
neo-liberalism and economic rationalism that have informed the wider restruc-
turing. The expansive Keynesian state has been transformed into a minimal
contractualist state, and the autonomy of bureaucrats and professionals (includ-
ing teachers) is no longer taken for granted. Within this context, evaluation has
been reconstituted into a new set of institutional practices embodying contradic-
tory discourses of market-liberalism and bureaucratic managerialism. This
paper critiques these emergent forms of evaluation and considers their political
and ethical implications.

Introduction

In his recent book on ideology, Terry Eagleton (1991:193) suggests that within
the linguistic revolution of the twentieth century 'we have shifted from thinking
of words in terms of concepts to thinking of concepts in terms of words'. To put
it another way, what we have discovered is that language is much more than a
medium for transmitting ideas or an instrument for unveiling consciousness; it
is a form of social practice. Thus,

Instead of holding in empiricist vein that words 'stand for' concepts, we
now tend to see 'having a concept' as the capacity to use words in particular
ways. (Eagleton, 1991:193-4)

When we examine the ways in which language is used, that is when we think of
it as discourse, we can begin to recognise its importance within much broader
processes of social change. Moreover, as theorists such as Foucault have shown,
the analysis of discourse leads us towards a deeper understanding of how power
is exercised and how knowledge is constructed in advanced technological socie-
ties.

In considering the extensive educational reforms that have occurred in recent
years, it is now clear that what is changing within the context of education goes
much further than the restructuring of administration or the implementation of
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42 EVALUATION AND RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

new policies for curriculum or assessment. There are changes occurring at a much
deeper level within the very discourses that shape our understanding of educa-
tion as a field of social practice. Although they are manifested in particular
linguistic forms and discursive practices, these changes also must be located
within the broader political and economic movement which provides their
context. It is a movement that began in New Zealand in the mid 1980s with the
collapse of the Keynesian welfare state and the ascendancy of a form of neo-
liberal monetarism.

During a period of major structural change within both society and education,
the expansive Keynesian state has been transformed into a minimal contractualist
state, and the autonomy of bureaucrats and professionals (including teachers) is
no longer taken for granted. New forms of accountability and surveillance have
emerged as manifestations of the economic rationalism that has informed
government policy-making. Within this context, educational evaluation has been
reconstituted into a new set of institutional practices embodying contradictory
discourses of professionalism and technocratic reductionism.

This paper begins with a brief outline of Norman Fairclough's framework for
discourse analysis and suggests that it has particular relevance for the critical
examination of changing discursive practices. This is followed by a description
of the political context in which economic rationalism has become the dominant
force behind most of the administrative structures of the state. Its effects upon
the discourse of educational evaluation are then shown with reference to the
changing policies and practices of the Education Review Office from the time of
its inception in 1989. This office, which replaced the former inspectorate, was
established within the recent reforms to operate independently of both the
Ministry of Education and all educational institutions. It is argued that the role
and functions of this agency of the state have moved towards an economic model
of evaluation and accountability that is fundamentally inappropriate to educa-
tional institutions. It is argued, moreover, that such a model endorses a set of
evaluation practices that are essentially technocratic, producing structures of
managerial control rather than qualitative improvements in teaching and learn-
ing. Finally, it is argued that the restoration of democratic and professionally
defensible evaluation practices must be preceded by a discursive struggle in
which the ideological forces of economic rationalism are defeated.

A Framework for Discourse Analysis

Within a technical-empiricist conception of the policy process, official docu-
ments and texts are interpreted simply as expressions of political purpose, as
statements of intent produced by policy makers and administrators to enunciate
the policies that they intend to follow. This view of policy texts, however, entails
several idealist assumptions about the nature of language and is unable to
provide a deeper analysis of the ways in which such texts produce certain
ideological effects (Codd, 1988; 1990). In order to show how policy texts work to
produce these effects, it is necessary to interpret them within a wider framework
that takes account of the social contexts in which these texts are located.
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EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND CONTRADICTORY DISCOURSES 43

Few would now dispute Ball's assertion that 'we need to appreciate the way
in which policy ensembles, collections of related policies, exercise power through
a production of 'truth' and 'knowledge', as discourses' (Ball, 1993:14). Used in this
way, the term discourse refers both to the language of texts and to the social
practices which govern such use. In this sense, discourse refers not only to the
meaning of language, but also to the real effects of language-use, to the materi-
ality of language. A discourse is a domain of language-use and therefore a
domain of social practice.

The notion that educational policies and their related documents can be
interrogated by the theories and methods of discourse analysis is now accepted
and is giving rise to a small but growing body of work (Ball, 1990; Bowe et ah,
1992; Codd, 1992). Debates are beginning to emerge about the relative status of
policy as text and as discourse (Ball, 1993; Henry, 1993; Troyna, 1994) and about
the contribution of discourse analysis to theories of the state (Hatcher & Troyna,
1994). These discussions indicate that the analysis and critique of discourse is
now an important area of work within the broader field of policy sociology. Much
of this work, of course, has been enormously influenced by Foucault.

In his recent book entitled Discourse and Social Change, Norman Fairclough
(1992) identifies five major insights that have come from Foucault's work. These
are:

(1) the constitutive nature of discourse — discourse constitutes the social,
including 'objects' and social subjects;

(2) the primacy of interdiscursivity and intertextuality—any discursive practice
is defined by its relations with others, and draws upon others in complex
ways;

(3) the discursive nature of power — the practices and techniques of modern
Inopower' (e.g. examination and confession) are to a significant degree
discursive;

(4) the political nature of discourse — power struggle occurs both in and over
discourse;

(5) the discursive nature of social change — changing discursive practices are
an important element in social change. (Fairclough, 1992:55-6)

While recognising Foucault's immense contribution to theories of discourse
analysis, Fairclough points to the neglect of textual analysis in his work, and
suggests that this is a serious limitation. Foucault's work is concerned mainly
with the social and political analysis of discursive practices as systems of rules,
rather than with textual analysis of real instances of what is said or written, that
is with the analysis of actual texts.

Fairclough attempts to integrate the social and political theories of discourse
developed by Foucault and others with more linguistically-oriented approaches
to discourse analysis. Not only does this require a much sharper focus upon the
particular uses of language within actual texts, but it also requires that attention
is given to the relationship between those texts and the wider domains of
discursive and social practices to which they belong. Thus, as Fairclough argues:
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44 EVALUATION AND RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

.. .in seeing language as discourse and as social practice, one is committing
oneself not just to analysing texts, nor just to analysing processes of produc-
tion and interpretation, but to analysing the relationship between texts,
processes, and their social conditions, both the immediate conditions of the
situational context and the more remote conditions of institutional and
social structures. (Fairclough, 1989: 26)

To this end, Fairclough posits a three-dimensional conception of discourse, in
which he seeks to integrate, or triangulate, three forms of analysis: analysis of
text; analysis of discursive practices; and, analysis of social practices (see Figure 1).

TEXT

DISCURSIVE PRACTICE
(production, distribution, consumption)

SOCIAL PRACTICE

Figure 1 Three-dimensional conception of discourse (Fairclough, 1992: 73)

Within Fairclough's framework, texts are specific instances of written or
spoken language. They are one of the dimensions of a discursive event. Another
dimension entails being an instance of social (political, ideological, etc.) practice.
The analysis of discourse as text focuses upon linguistic processes, whereas the
analysis of discourse 'as a piece of discursive practice' goes beyond the linguistic
features of the text, and

.. .focuses upon processes of text production, distribution and consump-
tion. All of these processes are social and require reference to the particular
economic, political and institutional settings within which discourse is
generated. (Fairclough, 1992: 71)

This framework is useful in analysing the discourses of educational policy. It
provides, in particular, a basis for the recognition of different discourse types and
explains why language is politically important in struggles over education
policy. As Fairclough points out,

The struggle over language can manifest itself as a struggle between ideo-
logically diverse discourse types. (Fairclough, 1989: 90)

What is at stake in such struggles is which discourse type is to be dominant within
the social domain of education, and therefore which practices are to be ideologi-
cally maintained or strengthened.
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EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND CONTRADICTORY DISCOURSES 45

In a recent paper, Stephen Ball comments that:

.. .we need to recognise and analyse the existence of 'dominant' discourses
—like neo-liberalism and management theory—within social policy. (Ball,
1993:15)

Such an assignment is particularly apposite within the current context of educa-
tion policy in New Zealand. Both neo-liberalism and management theory are the
main ideological strands in what can be referred to as the discourses of economic
rationalism. We turn now to consider the social and political context in which
economic rationalism has become a dominant ideological force behind the dis-
courses of the state, including those to be found in official texts concerned with
educational evaluation and accountability.

The Advance of Economic Rationalism

In New Zealand, the rise of economic rationalism coincided with the election
of the fourth Labour Government on 14 July 1984. From this time Treasury
became the most powerful bureaucratic influence in state policy-making. It was
Treasury that produced the blueprint for Labour's programme of monetarist
reforms in a volume of briefing papers to the incoming government entitled
Economic Management. This policy text can now be seen as a comprehensive and
clearly articulated statement of neo-classical economic theory combined with
neo-liberal theories of state minimalism. It advocated the replacement of the
state's redistributive role with the allocative role of the market and promoted the
view that market exchanges extend the domain of choice, thereby reducing the
amount of government intervention in the lives of its citizens and promoting the
sum total of individual liberty. These arguments were extended to the social as
well as the economic realm, proclaiming that the disengagement of the state and
the application of market-based criteria in these areas is desirable to the extent
that it is practicable.

The historical significance of Economic Management as a policy text is that it
employs a particular form of economic discourse to encompass nearly all areas
of government policy. Thus, it shows the central influence of discourse in
bringing about the revolution in government policy making that is now known
as 'Rogernomics' (after Roger Douglas, the Finance Minister in the Labour
Government). This involved the vigorous promotion of market-liberalism,
accompanied by adherence to monetarist economic policies, similar to what had
already occurred in the United States under the Reagan administration and in
Britain under the Thatcher government.

The central tenet of market-liberalism is the subordination of state intervention
to the operation of market mechanisms as a more effective way of promoting
economic growth and a more efficient means of allocating and using scarce
resources (King, 1987). The maximisation of individual choice within a deregu-
lated social environment is given priority over state imposed responsibilities,
duties and obligations. Property rights are given priority over social citizenship
or welfare rights, and economic efficiency is given priority over human need in
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46 EVALUATION AND RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

the allocation of resources. This 'new' market-liberalism is no more than a revival
of classical liberalism with its doctrines of individual freedom, public choice and
minimal government (Barry, 1986).

From 1984 on this was to become the dominant ideology guiding state policies
in New Zealand. The proposition that a marketplace free of government inter-
vention would work to the benefit of all, and the related proposition that
excessive government spending was the prime cause of the economic crisis, came
to be held as self-evident facts rather than articles of faith. In their 1987 Brief to
the Incoming Government, entitled Government Management, New Zealand
Treasury officials produced another substantial policy document based almost
entirely upon the doctrines of economic rationalism. In addition to neo-liberal-
ism, this text could be seen to be strongly influenced by a particular body of
political theory known as public choice theory.

Public choice theory (Buchanan & Tullock, 1962; Tullock, 1965) entails the
application of economic assumptions and techniques to the analysis of political
behaviour. Public choice theorists also advocate minimal government and as
King points out:

Their central contention is that the absence of market mechanisms (princi-
pally, the lack of profit incentives and constraints) from the arena of politics
is responsible for the growth of government. (King, 1987:11)

The main assumption underlying public choice theory concerns human motiva-
tion. It is the belief that all professionals, bureaucrats and politicians are entirely
self-interested, such that their behaviour is directed towards opportunism. The
problem of opportunism, according to Treasury, arises because 'individuals are
at least in part motivated by a concern for themselves' (Treasury, 1987: Vol. 1,
p. 12). It is considered to be part of the more general problem 'of ensuring that
individuals face incentives that align their interests with those of others' (ibid.).
James Buchanan, the most influential of the public choice theorists, expresses the
basic tenet of the theory as follows:

because people will tend to maximise their own utilities, institutions must
be designed so that individual behaviour will further the interests of the
group, small or large, local or national. (Buchanan, 1978:17)

One of the mechanisms proposed by public choice theorists as a counter to the
maximising behaviour of public service providers is that of contestability. This is
a form of actual or potential market competition. The assumption is that if a
professional service is to be both efficient and responsive to consumer demand,
there must be an ever-present threat of competition from other providers and
concomitant opportunities for consumers to exercise market choice.

Another mechanism within public choice theory for the control of opportun-
ism and the maximisation of self-interest by employees of the state is the contract.
Services that have been traditionally provided by state officials, tenured profes-
sionals, and centrally administered agencies are 'contracted out' to
entrepreneurial agents who voluntarily accept the carefully specified terms of a
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EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND CONTRADICTORY DISCOURSES 47

finite contract. Such contracting is a direct application of agency theory or
transaction-cost economics (Williamson, 1985; Perrow, 1986) which has also been
a major discursive influence on government policy texts since 1984.

Yet another major influence on government policies has come from the doc-
trines of what has been called the New Public Management. This neo-manageri-
alism seeks to increase the efficiency of the state by bringing all its agencies under
hierarchical management structures and forms of accountability that are believed
to work successfully in the private sector. Thus, in Economic Management there
was a section on 'Management of the Public Service' which contained the follow-
ing statement:

An effective management system...requires the following main attributes
— clear objectives, appropriate incentives for performance, clear account-
ability, delegation of authority and responsibility to the most appropriate
level. (Treasury, 1984:287)

The document then described what it called 'the ideal management system' for
organisations operating within a competitive market. If applied in the public
service, this model, according to the document, would require the following:
clear measurable objectives set by the owners of an organisation (i.e. the govern-
ment); a management plan to meet those objectives; regular review of the
objectives and the management plan; freedom for managers to choose the best
mixture of inputs to get the agreed output, within the overall financial limits set
by the government; and, finally, 'appropriate incentives to encourage the man-
agement and staff of each organisation to perform effectively' (Treasury, 1984:
288).

Essentially, this approach represents a technocratic view of public manage-
ment, a form of thinking that reflects the managerial ideology and hierarchical
structures of a competitive society. In such a view, the efficiency or effectiveness
of a programme, an organisation, or any other public system, can be quantified
in terms of a straightforward match between objectives and outcomes or by
taking an index of satisfaction, happiness or human well-being and applying the
utilitarian principle that success is achieved when such satisfaction, happiness or
well-being is maximised for the greatest possible number of individuals. The
result is a form of management and public accountability which has an obvious
appeal to those agents of the state who are required to distribute goods and
services within a competitive and market-oriented society.

Accountability and Evaluation

To a large extent, the New Zealand education reforms were initially about
making the education system more efficient. There is certainly no evidence to
suggest that the government had any intention of reducing public expenditure
on education. It was determined, however, to gain greater control of that expen-
diture in ways that were consistent with its overall strategies of monetarist
economic management. This involved a decentralisation of certain decision-
making functions combined with increased self-management at the school level.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
 L

av
al

] 
at

 1
2:

57
 1

6 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

12
 



48 EVALUATION AND RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

The legitimating rhetoric proclaimed that these reforms would produce greater
flexibility and responsiveness but in reality they have produced a structure in
which managerial decisions are more effectively controlled. There are clear
parallels here with the 1988 British Education Act which has been described as a
structural change from corporatism to a new form of contractualism. It represents
a fundamental transformation of the discourses of educational administration
and an extension into the domain of education policy of the same logic that
informs market liberalism and economic rationalism. The Report of the Taskf orce
to Review Educational Administration (Picot Report) provided legitimation for
such a policy in the shape of a white paper entitled Tomorrow's Schools (Minister
of Education, 1988).

The theme of accountability is addressed in the Picot Report in contradictory
ways. In a section concerned with the role of the principal there is an unequivocal
statement about research evidence on successful educational leadership that
emphasises 'the collaborative relationship between principal and staff, propos-
ing that both 'participate regularly in reviewing the quality of the institution's
educational performance' and commenting that 'the way decisions are arrived
at is just as important in the life of an institution as the decisions themselves'
(Taskforce, 1988: 51-2). The new administrative structures, however, were not
conducive to processes of democratic participation and shared responsibility. As
board members, principals were to be given managerial responsibilities for staff
appraisal and for the determination of incentives, rewards and sanctions.

Within its proposed new structures, the Picot Report defines accountability in
terms of external monitoring, measurement and control. It states that:

Genuine accountability involves three major elements:
• clear and specific aims and objectives, expressed as outcomes;
• control over the resources available to achieve those objectives;
• monitoring by an outside agency of how well those objectives are

met. (Taskforce, 1988: 60)

The proposed outside agency was to be called a Review and Audit Agency and
it is described in Tomorrow's Schools as follows:

An independent body — the Review and Audit Agency — will be estab-
lished to ensure that institutions are accountable for the government funds
they spend and for meeting the objectives set out in their charter. (Minister
of Education, 1988:20)

When it was established in October 1989, this agency was re-named the Education
Review Office (ERO). Most of the staff appointed to this Office had extensive
teaching experience and many had held senior positions in schools or in the
Inspectorate of the former Department of Education. Within the first few months
of its operation, the Education Review Office sought to develop procedures for
the review of learning institutions that would be consistent with educational
principles.
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EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND CONTRADICTORY DISCOURSES 49

In accordance with its designated functions, the Office began to plan and trial
review procedures. A Corporate Plan (ERO, 1989) was published and a commit-
ment was made to eight guiding principles for reviews. These were as follows:

• A review must lead to improved education for all learners.
• A review must build on the strengths of an institution.
• A review must centre on charter objectives, reflect the nature of the institu-

tion and be culturally appropriate.
• A review will be concerned with changing practices leading to improved

effectiveness.
• A review will be consultative and within the time available be cooperatively

planned with shared understanding of the purpose.
• A review will focus on the institution's own self-evaluation.
• A report should be balanced and written to communicate with all audi-

ences.
• People on review teams will come from a range of disciplines but must have

credibility within the sector being reviewed. (ERO, 1990)
These principles, together with the first Corporate Plan of ERO, are couched in a
discourse that is consistent with and supportive of both the professionalism of
teachers and the educational mission of learning institutions. The situation,
however, would change dramatically within the space of two years.

There is not space here to document the course of events by which the
transformation in the institutional culture of the Review Office was effected but
it is very clear that the process was initiated by the State Services Commission in
its 1990 brief to the incoming government (SSC, 1990). The first Chief Executive
left the office at about this time and it was another year before a replacement was
appointed. By this time, all agencies of the state had come under the legislative
requirements of the Public Finance Act, 1989, with its emphasis on output
statements and contractual compliance. By July 1992, the policy documents
issued by the Review Office were couched in discourse of a very different type.

The Education Review Office Statement of Intent 1992/93 is a text that contrasts
dramatically with the Corporate Plan produced two years earlier. Whereas the
latter document had made no mention of audits, outputs, contracts or compli-
ance, the Statement of Intent is a text constructed almost entirely of such techno-
cratic language. The word 'management' (which hardly appears in the earlier
text) appears with conspicuous frequency. The Statement of Intent is a policy text
that is strongly imbued with the ideology of economic rationalism.

The services provided by ERO are defined as 'output classes' and these
comprise assurance audits, effectiveness reviews, evaluation services and minis-
terial services. Assurance audits are defined as follows:

This class of outputs contains audits of individual educational organisa-
tions which are constrained by legislative or regulatory requirements, to
examine the extent of compliance with contract requirements including the
quality of service delivery. (ERO, 1992: 9)
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50 EVALUATION AND RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

This is the language of a compliance culture, strongly influenced by public choice
theory. Effectiveness reviews are defined as:

direct reviews of educational institutions to evaluate the contribution made
to student achievement, in terms of both standards and progress, by the
quality of the teaching services, management systems and practices of the
institution. (ERO, 1992:11)

The approach to educational evaluation contained within this discourse is
based upon a positivist epistemology in which means and ends are separated
and the task of the evaluator is to measure the relative effectiveness of various
means for the attainment of specified achievement outcomes. It assumes a rigid
dichotomy between facts and values, implying that measurement and observa-
tion can avoid the problems of value justification. Essentially, it is an approach
to evaluation based upon an economic view of education, which is a direct
product of the dominant motives and interests generated within a technocratic
society.

Contradictory Discourses of Educational Evaluation

There is now a dominant discourse type within the discursive practice of the
Education Review Office which conflicts with the traditional educational evalu-
ation discourse of professional educators. The dominant discourse, exemplified
by the Statement of Intent, can be defined as technocratic in its denial of educa-
tional values and reductionist in its dependence upon a positivist view of
knowledge. In opposition to it is a discourse which emphasises evaluative
judgement within a professional context. These two discourses can both be
recognised within the discursive practices associated with current educational
reform. The differences are illustrated in Table 1.

On one side, the ideology of economic rationalism has produced a techno-
cratic-reductionist conception of evaluation. On the other side, the traditional
ideologies of teacher education have generated a professional-contextualist con-
ception. The role model within the former is the skilled technician, whereas

Table 1 Contradictory discourses of educational evaluation

Technocratic-reductionist Professional-contextualist

Role model Skilled technician
Criterion of good practice Competence

Pedagogical aim

Administrative context

Type of motivation
Form of accountability

To produce the
attainment of specific
learning outcomes
Efficient management
(hierarchical)
Extrinsic
Contractual compliance

Reflective practitioner
Integrity
To enable the
development of diverse
human capabilities
Professional leadership
(collaborative)
Intrinsic
Professional commitment
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EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND CONTRADICTORY DISCOURSES 51

within the latter it is the reflective practitioner. This term is now widely accepted
by teacher educators who have been influenced over the past decade by the
writings of Donald Schon (1983; 1987). Schon's model of the reflective practitio-
ner, based as it is on Dewey's theory of enquiry, seeks to integrate theory and
practice through a process of critical self-evaluation and practical deliberation. It
has strong links to Eric Hoyle's (1974) notion of the extended professional,
Lawrence Stenhouse's (1975) notion of the 'teacher as researcher' and the models
of action research promoted by Carr & Kemmis (1986) and by John Elliott (1991).
All those ideas feed into the professional-contextualist discourse of evaluation.

Another important distinction between the technocratic and the professional
discourses relates to the main criteria of good practice. In the technocratic view,
good practice can be reduced to a set of pre-defined skills or competences, with
very little or no acknowledgement given of the moral dimensions of teaching. In
the professional view, on the other hand, the good practitioner is a well-rounded
person who can integrate all aspects of their prior knowledge and act in a teaching
situation with moral integrity.

Perhaps the sharpest contrast between these two discourses canbe seen in their
differing conceptions of pedagogical aims and in the different kinds of adminis-
trative context considered appropriate for effective teaching. The reductionism
of the technocratic view is epitomised by its insistence that all areas of the
curriculum should be designed to produce the attainment of specific learning
outcomes. This is a technical-production model that is also usually associated
with an organisational culture characterised by efficient and hierarchical man-
agement.

A contextualist view, however, emphasises process more than products and
has a more open-ended approach to curriculum design, enabling the emergence
of unanticipated outcomes and the development of diverse human capabilities
such as creativity, imagination and critical thinking. This implies a more self-
reflective culture within a context of collaborative educational leadership.

Finally, it could be argued that behind these two discourses lie different
assumptions about human nature. Within a technocratic conception, teachers are
assumed to be motivated by extrinsic rewards. Hence the current proposals for
payment by results. The teaching act is considered to be purely instrumental, and
the only acceptable form of accountability is a measure of compliance with the
individual employment contract. In contrast, within a professional conception,
teachers are assumed to be intrinsically motivated, deriving more diffuse satis-
faction and rewards from participation in a social enterprise, where they can
work co-operatively with others to create a learning community. In this context,
accountability comes from professional commitment. It is a moral responsibility.

Conclusion

This paper has used a number of policy texts to substantiate the claim that
within the period of recent educational reform in New Zealand there has been a
significant change in the dominant discourse of educational evaluation. By
invoking Fairclough's framework for discourse analysis, it is suggested that

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
 L

av
al

] 
at

 1
2:

57
 1

6 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

12
 



52 EVALUATION AND RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

changes within the language of policy texts are particular manifestations of
deeper structural changes occurring at the level of discursive practice and, more
pervasively, at the level of social practice. These structural changes have resulted
not from the effects of discursive transformation but from a social, political and
ideological transformation of the state itself as it moved from a Keynesian to a
neo-liberal formation.

As society has become more technocratic, that is, more governed by the
technical knowledge of experts rather than the practical wisdom of its organic
leaders, the more accustomed we have become, in all spheres of social life, to
regard economic solutions as the only acceptable solutions to various human
problems. In education, this leads to an exaggerated faith in the measurement of
performance and the so-called 'objectivity' and 'independence' of the external
evaluator.

In this narrow, technocratic conception of accountability there is very little
recognition given to the fundamental question that should guide the whole
educational enterprise: what kind of human beings do we want our students to
become?

Do we want our schools to be conservative institutions, manifesting a commit-
ment to the status quo, or do we want them to be places that foster enterprise,
initiative, self-knowledge and personal autonomy?

Accountability can be a two-way street. Regarding the school as an intellectual
community capable of making its own decisions, developing its own theory and
rationale, deciding how it is best understood, and acting in ways that are
democratically accepted by its participant members, constitutes an alternative set
of evaluative practices to those that are currently dominant. It is the school which
must justify itself both to its supporters and its critics, whomever they may be,
not outside experts making external judgements on the basis of selective infor-
mation.

Where the whole learning community of a school owns and controls the
process of evaluation, so that it is truly a process of self-evaluation, justifying
arguments are likely to be more valid, not less so. For participants (including
students and their parents) to be convinced that the developing educational
rationale is evolving in ways that they can endorse and authentically justify, they
must have choices about the form of that rationale and they must believe that
they can modify and improve their own educational practices.

Such a conception of educational accountability, contrary to the discourses of
economic rationalism, is nevertheless in accordance with trends to devolution of
responsibility in educational planning, decentralisation of authority, participa-
tory management, and school-based evaluation. It is hostile to the rise of man-
agerialism in education, to the technologisation of educational practice, to
rational-planning models of policy-making, to value-added notions of educa-
tional effectiveness, and to moves towards the deprofessionalisation of teachers.
Ultimately, such an approach to educational evaluation may increase the profes-
sionalism of teachers by creating an evaluation awareness and by ensuring that
practices of self-critical reflection are central to all educational practices.
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Educators in New Zealand in the 1990s must win back the high ground of
educational discourse. If schools are to become democratic, open and self-reflec-
tive communities, the current forces of managerialism and technocratic reduc-
tionism in educational evaluation must be resisted vigorously. Teachers are at
the front-line of that resistance. It is to be hoped that they are prepared for the
challenge.
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