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Abstract 

 

In schools, the notion of ‘care is often synonymous with welfare and disciplinary 
regimes. Drawing on Foucault, and a study of alternative education across the UK, 

and looking in depth at two cases of complementary alternative education, we 

identify three types of disciplinary regimes at work in schools: (1) dominant 

performative reward and punishment, (2) team building and (3) therapeutic. We 

argue that while all three regimes aim to steer identified students back to the norm, 

the two complementary approaches that we saw avoided the narrow instrumental 

behaviourist approaches of the dominant pattern. In so doing, they also opened up 

wider horizons of possibility and ways to be and become.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 2 

DISCIPLINARY REGIMES OF ‘CARE’ AND COMPLEMENTARY ALTERNATIVE 

EDUCATION  

 

 

The notion of care is ubiquitous to alternative education, as well as to what Roger 

Slee helpfully calls ‘regular schools’ (Slee, 2011). Researchers around the world, and 

working across disciplines, regularly report that young people in alternative 

education settings experience far greater levels of care than in their former school 

(Aron, 2006; Denny, Fleming, Clark, & Wall, 2004; Guerin & Denti, 1999; Kim & 

Taylor, 2008; Raywid, 1994). Noddings (1992) and Fielding (2006) see care in 

contemporary schooling operating either in support of instrumentalism or person-

centred-ness. We share their concern about instrumentalist uses of care but seek to 

trouble a binary view. Our paper examines the ways in which care is manifest in 

complementary alternative education provision, as part of the organisation of 

welfare and discipline in a school. Our interest is primarily in differences in 

alternative educational organisational regimes and what this might suggest about, 

and for, both regular and alternative education. 

 

We draw on a Foucauldian conceptual frame in order to consider how schools keep 

order, and outline the dominant mode of performative reward and punishment 

discipline that we saw in alternative education in a recent national study.  We then 

present two short-term alternative programmes - one ‘team-building and training’ 
and the other therapeutic in approach. We suggest that these two programmes 

appear to suffer less from the performative push that dominates both regular 

schools and alternative education. We speculate on the implications of these 

differences. We begin with a brief discussion of alternative and complementary 

education. 

 

Alternative and complementary alternative education 

 

Alternative education (AE) is defined in English law not by its pedagogy but by its 

enrolment. AE is designated specifically 

 

… for pupils who, because of exclusion, illness or other reasons, would not 

otherwise receive suitable education; education arranged by schools for 

pupils on a fixed period exclusion; and pupils being directed by schools to 

off-site provision to improve their behaviour. 

(http://www.education.gov.uk/aboutdfe/statutory/) 

 

A vast array of sites and services offer alternative education. Some is full-time and 

long term, some full-time and shorter-term (one to three terms), and there is also 

part-time provision of various durations. Part-time provision is intended to 

contribute to a young person’s educational programme and is thus known as 
‘complementary’.  
 

Complementary AE varies enormously, ranging from short-term interventions 

geared to change behaviour to the provision of vocational education which offers 
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specific training and qualifications. Complementary programmes are offered both 

on and off the school site, and by a range of providers, including charities, further 

education and schools themselves. Schools might for instance purchase places in 

complementary programmes provided by others, commission a programme for 

their students, or establish and run programmes in-house.  

 

In England, the allocation of ‘pupil premium’ funding to schools, specific funding 
designed to allow them to provide additional support and services to young people 

they deem at risk of failure, has created both incentive for, and increased interest in, 

complementary programmes. Cuts to local authority provision, the development of 

school-run collaborative processes for young people excluded from school, the 

growth of ‘managed moves’ programmes (Abdelnoor, 2007; Harris, Vincent, 

Thomson, & Toalster, 2006; Vincent, Harris, Thomson, & Toalster, 2007) and a 

recent trial to test out schools’ capacity to commission all of their own alternative 
education provision (Institute of Education (University of London) and the National 

Foundation for Educational Research ( NFER), 2013) have all contributed to a 

significant increase in complementary AE. This expanded AE is either run by schools 

themselves or with a small group of ‘preferred providers’ (Institute of Education 

(University of London) and the National Foundation for Educational Research ( 

NFER), 2014). In this paper, we focus on complementary AE run by external 

providers for schools which serve populations facing ongoing poverty in ‘austerity 

Britain’. 
 

Our orientation to care 

 

In the famous text Discipline and Punish (1977), Foucault differentiated between 

types of discipline which operated to maintain social order. He delineated an 

historical shift from violent punishment to ever more self-disciplining practices. 

Foucault’s later work, on technologies of the self and the ethic of care of the self, 

elaborated the ways in which individuals might, on their own or with the help of 

others, discipline and groom their bodies and their conduct. Through the ethic and 

practice of ‘caring’ for the mind, body and soul, the individual strove to produce 
happiness, purity and wisdom (Foucault, 1982/1997, 1988). Nevertheless, 

incarceration and violence of various kinds always remains a possibility for the 

recalcitrant who refuse self-discipline. Foucault nominated schools as quintessential 

sites of disciplinary practice, pointing to the ways in which various regimes of 

surveillance, normalization and categorisation operated via punishment and 

reward, assessment and pedagogical approaches. 

 

Foucauldian school studies by Ian Hunter (1994) and Roger Slee (1995, 2011) both 

show the ways in which reward and punishment systems produce overt and covert 

resistances, with more pastoral approaches being more conducive to the production 

of self-managing students. John Devine’s (1996) ethnography in one New York 

school showed how the shift to external policing produced a degree of sullen 

compliance but considerable alienation, truancy and failure. Kathleen Nolan (2011) 

came to similar conclusions in her study of the negative consequences of police in a 

Bronx school.  
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Drawing on this body of work, we identify three school disciplinary regimes at work 

in English schools and in AE:  

 reward and punishment systems which use continued surveillance and 

isolation 

 team building regimes in which both bodies and minds are apparently 

voluntarily ‘re-educated’ and 

 the therapeutic management of the psyche and body. 

We discuss these in detail later in the paper.  

 

Foucault argued that discipline works to create norms which (re)produce what it is 

possible to be, see, say and know. Significant bodies of expertise and experts are 

created around norming disciplinary practices. School discipline for instance has its 

own experts and expertise, routinely included in teacher education programmes. 

The work of discipline ‘gurus’ - Bill Rogers, Sue Cowley and the like – is largely 

geared to the production of internalised self-discipline through the setting of rules, 

the creation of a positive environment, the judicious use of praise, reward and 

punishment and the avoidance of confrontation. However this ‘common-sense’ 
approach allows non-conforming students to be identified – see for example 

Maclure and colleagues on the production of students as ‘problems’ (Maclure, 

Jones, Holmes, & Macrae, 2013) and Simon Bailey on the diagnosis of students ‘with 
ADHD’ (Bailey, 2013).  

 

Once the variously disorderly have been identified, different bodies of expertise are 

deployed. Medicalised discourse practices are now synonymous with ‘special 
education’ (Harwood, 2005; Harwood & Allan, 2014). Therapeutic approaches, often 

reliant on talking and various ways of ‘facing reality’ (Glasser, 1990), are commonly 

used, particularly for students who have been identified as having more generalized 

emotional/behavioural conduct dis-orders (Besley, 2002). There are also versions of 

training/conditioning regimes solely based on reward and punishment (Lewis, 2011) 

which emanate from the work of Skinner (1968).  

 

The literatures on AE suggest that versions of the therapeutic largely dominate 

provision, with researchers frequently referring to the value that students place on 

having someone to talk to and a caring environment (see published literature review 

by Thomson, 2014). Researchers (e.g. Allan, 1996; Caulkins, 2011) also note that 

access to AE is, for the majority of young people, via processes which both 

pathologise and quasi-medicalise; these processes make young people available for 

a range of specialised interventions.  

 

Our paper uses and builds on this body of work. We begin with the notion that the 

school, as an institution, has a disciplinary regime. Our question is not whether the 

school has a disciplinary regime or not, nor whether the disciplinary regime is ‘good’ 
or ‘bad’, but rather what kind of disciplinary regime operates, and what work it does 

(c.f. Gore, 1993). Key to our argument is the Foucauldian understanding that power 

circulates and is not top down, and that subjects have some (limited) power to 

choose how to be and become within disciplinary regimes (Foucault, 1982). The 
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harsher the disciplinary regime, the less room there is to exercise choice. The 

Foucauldian notion of power as positive and constitutive allows for differentiated 

readings of what AE programme affords different students. 

 

The research 

This paper draws on data from a 2014 UK-wide study of alternative provision 

(Thomson & Pennacchia, 2014). This was funded by The Princes Trust and explored 

how quality is understood, ensured and challenged in the AE sector.  The data 

consisted of 17 case studies of a range of types of AE, including full time and long 

term, as well as complementary provisions (see the 17 case studies on 

http://www.princes-

trust.org.uk/delivery_partners_for_xl/xlmicrosite/results/whats_the_alternative.asp

x).  We saw programmes with a range of specialisms designed to engage young 

people with diverse interests; we sought quality providers that were rated well by 

commissioners and auditors (discussed in full in the 2014 report).  

 

We used a common set of questions to guide both data generation and analysis 

across all of our sites (Yin, 1994). We wanted for example to understand how young 

people arrived at the provision, the everyday routines, the curriculum on offer, 

relations with referring schools and with families. Data generation was based on 

visits to sites that lasted 1-3 days, and included observation; interviews and 

conversations with staff and young people; photographs; and the collection of a 

range of documentary materials.  Young people were engaged through informal 

conversations and focus groups, during which we sought their views on the 

experience of attending AE.   

We discuss here two of the English complementary provisions that we visited. We 

selected these because they were exceptions to the dominant pattern we observed 

and which we discuss next. 

The dominant disciplinary regime in alternative education provision 

 

Schools in many parts of the world are now subject to a policy agenda which 

compels them to focus on performance. This policy agenda is particularly advanced 

in England and Wales, where tests and exam results are augmented by regular 

external inspections. Schools are compelled to compile and keep updated a range of 

school data which shows how continued improvement is occurring in student 

learning, teaching and leadership and management. Standardised computing 

systems support an audit architecture which now dominates the ways in which 

everyday life in school proceeds (Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 2011; Gillborn & Youdell, 

2000; Ozga, 2009).  

 

The same accountability and audit agenda applies to AE, particularly that which is 

intended as a full time school experience either on a short or longer term basis. 

These AE provisions are regularly inspected, as are schools, with judgments about 

their success/failure drawn from a combination of some observation of practices, 

and a thorough perusal of paperwork.  
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Our study showed that the disciplinary regimes that operated in full time AE 

followed the same performative pattern. As we have reported in detail elsewhere 

(Thomson & Pennacchia, 2015), AE disciplinary approaches are now strongly framed 

by the need to ‘show’ what is happening to, with and for students. This has lead to 
student attendance and conduct being monitored, graded and graphed across 

lessons, days, weeks and terms. Charts and folders, both hard copy and digital, are 

easily/readily available for inspectors - as evidence of systematic monitoring and 

intervention - and for parents/regular school - as evidence of progress (of lack of it). 

There has also been a shift to the use of text-books and worksheets which can be 

similarly charted and graphed to show that alternative providers are attending to 

learning. 

 

The swing to the performative has meant that AE, particularly but not exclusively in 

England, has become largely dominated by behaviourist approaches to discipline. 

Regimes of reward and punishment lend themselves to straightforward forms of 

representation in ways that talking therapeutic approaches do not. Contrary to the 

research literatures on AE, we saw a swing away from the therapeutic to reward and 

punishment, with talking therapies largely confined to supplementary interventions 

to support, and legitimate the overarching behaviourist regime.  We suggest that 

this shift serves the interests of the AE institutions first and foremost, but does 

however align with the increasingly carceral approach taken to young people in 

welfare, employment and justice systems. 

 

These dominant ‘brownie points’ systems, as we have dubbed them, offer restricted 
choices to students. Young people can elect to conform and be rewarded, or resist 

and be subject to more extreme punishments, which range from isolation to 

permanent exclusion. And where young people are in the youth justice system, 

refusal to comply in AE can contribute to actual incarceration.  

 

A very small proportion of young people from full time AE provision return to their 

referring schools. Staff that we interviewed suggested that young people were not 

able to adjust to the regular school environment. We interpret this to mean that the 

AE disciplinary regimes failed to help young people to manage themselves any 

differently in regular school than they had before their referral. The Skinnerian 

regimes designed to show good AE performance did not afford the kinds of self-

discipline that are the expected norm in the regular school. 

 

Some of the complementary provision that we saw also tended to this kind of 

behaviourist disciplinary regime. We did however see two other disciplinary regimes 

at work – team-building and therapeutic approaches.  We now discuss each of these 

in turn, and in some detail.   

 

Major Tom’s Team Builders 

 

Major Tom’s is a “fun and fitness” programme. Run by former military personnel, it 
is commissioned by schools to work with groups of selected young people. Major 

Tom’s is generally engaged by a school to work with young people who are seen to 
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need additional support with educational outcomes, engagement and wellbeing.  

All activities take place at the commissioning school site.   

 

We observed the programme in one ‘struggling’ secondary school in the Midlands – 

a school whose GCSE results are below expectation and where there was 

considerable external pressure to show dramatic improvements in a short space of 

time. The school was one where we had previously researched alternative provision, 

at that time in an off-site annexe (Russell & Thomson, 2011; Thomson & Russell, 

2007, 2009). The headteacher had been involved in a postgraduate programme in 

the university and had conducted practitioner action research into disciplinary 

practices. The school had had no permanent exclusions for over two years (at the 

time we conducted this research), and was often a receiver of students who were 

formally excluded from other schools.  

 

We saw the Major Tom’s programme in its first year of operation in the school. The 

nature of the programme to be offered was negotiated by the head and placed 

under the supervision of the senior of two deputy heads. While the school did have a 

staff complement devoted to learning support, discipline was largely the 

responsibility of class teachers with some additional support from year level and 

more senior staff.  

 

Major Tom’s ran several groups within the school, all of them for students deemed 

likely to benefit from improvements to motivation, attendance, social interaction 

and so on. We were particularly interested in one group of 9 year 11 girls. The school 

decided to have a single sex group because these were girls who were seen by 

teachers and senior staff as underperforming and possessing “a range of social, 
emotional, behavioural and academic needs”. The school felt that the programme 

would be “in the best interests of quickly building rapport” (Deputy Head).  
 

Participation was not compulsory. The Deputy Head told us 

 

The way we pitched it was: we think this will be really good for your son or 

daughter because … Now it’s not mandatory because it’s a rewards based 
programme but we feel that your child, both socially, academically and 

emotionally they will get something out of it. 

 

The girls we met chose to be in the programme when it was offered to them and 

they worked with Major Tom’s for 2-3 hours each week. Their programme 

emphasised teamwork and peer relationships, and activities were intended to 

develop collaborative working, comradeship and trust. The Major Tom’s instructor 

told us that the military ethos provided different ways of teaching, with an emphasis 

on “problem solving, fun, fitness and resilience”. In a focus group, the girls told us 

that they were “probably more comfortable around girls”, because they were doing 

strenuous physical activities such as circuit training and working together to move 

very heavy objects.  
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The head teacher, inspired by a programme for ‘naughty girls’ in Australia that he 

had read about (Thomson, McQuade, & Rochford, 2005a, 2005b), allowed the girls 

to design a uniform variation to signal their particular ‘identity’ – they wore jungle 

pants and army boots on the days in which they were involved in the programme. 

They also had a space within the school that they could call their own. In addition to 

working with Major Tom’s, the school trained the girls to be cross age tutors, and 

they worked in the local primary school helping their younger peers with basic 

literacy difficulties, and in their school breakfast and after school clubs.  

 

 The girls made the most of the opportunity on offer to them and they did indeed 

‘turn around’. “I’ve calmed down a lot”, one participant told us, and that made it 
easier for her to cope in relatively unchanged classrooms and the demands of 

exams. Initially apparently destined to leave school early to join the swelling ranks 

of local unemployed youth, the girls grew committed to finishing their time at the 

school and then going on to sixth form or to vocational education. As the Deputy 

Head put it, 

 

… eight from nine have improved their attendance to an average for the 
course of ninety-two per cent. Some of those girls’ average was as low as 
eighty-five per cent. And five of those girls, at the moment, are predicted to 

get five A to C including English and Maths. Some are slightly lower but they 

are all on track to hit targets now. 

 

The programme could thus be seen to be a highly successful intervention in the 

trajectories of ‘troubled and troublesome’ girls (Lloyd, 2005). 

  

In separate conversations with the girls, we were told that the Major Tom’s 
instructor was: 

 accepting – “We get on with him.” “He knows what we’re like.” 

 fair – “He treats us the same way as we treat him so we realise that if we 

didn’t treat him with respect he won’t do the same with us.” 

 encouraging – “He always says encouraging things.”  
 challenging - “When we, like, say we are not doing stuff he says ‘yes you are 

doing it!’”  
 flexible – “Like if we can’t do something on our own they make us do it 

together.” 

 committed – “He won’t give up on us.” “We don’t give up.” 

 

We see here the quality of relationships that are discussed in the alternative 

education literatures (Thomson, 2014). The girls ‘get on’ with the Major Tom’s 
instructor.  However, the quality of relationships is not seen as an end in themselves. 

The programme is not directed towards ‘having someone to talk to’. Having a good 

relationship within the group and with the instructor is integral to the development 

of ‘stickability’ and learning the value of inter-dependent behaviour. Keeping at 

something, and doing it with others was seen to pay off more generally, including in 

schooling and future life.  
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Major Tom’s was presented as an offer, which the girls and their families could 

choose to take up. There was of course some individualising of the behavioural and 

academic issues facing the girls, but the programme was offered to many more than 

just their group of 9. The girls were not isolated and ghetto-ised. There was official 

school interest in their progress - the Deputy Head took a close interest in what was 

happening. The school expected the girls to ‘put back’ for the special programme 
they were enjoying, and offered the additional privileges of space and clothing. In 

this, they were made responsible and trusted rather than being seen as deficient 

and incapable.  

 

The school saw the Major Tom’s programme as being about more than improving 

exam results and thus being of primary benefit for the school itself. The young 

people’s participation in the programme was directed to improving life chances. As 

the Deputy Head put it: 

 

Some schools unfortunately have treated it (the funding that paid for Major 

Tom’s) as merely an extra resource just to deal with certain individuals. To 

some extent to lion-tame them a little bit and we’re not about that… 

 

The girls understood this commitment, as evidenced by the ways in which their 

positive feelings about the Major Tom’s programme extended to the school itself. 

 

… we think of it (school) as a positive thing rather than a negative thing. 

 

This was despite nothing about the remainder of their school programme having 

changed. Participation in Major Tom’s and the associated tutoring activities was 

enough to make school a place worth being, and further education more possible 

and desirable.  

 

We had one nagging concern about the programme. Major Tom’s is not an army 
recruitment programme and its staff are very clear that this is not on their agenda. 

Yet, in promoting ‘team work, fun and fitness’ as a key benefit of military service, 
the realities of contemporary foreign policies played out in and as war games are 

left un-examined. We worried about the potential for the programme to glamorise 

military service, and make it more desirable and achievable. At the time of writing 

none of the girls had elected for a military vocation and we have no information 

about their attitudes to defense policy and personnel more generally.  

 

Major Tom’s as a disciplinary regime 

 

Major Tom’s programme worked to defuse and reframe the girl’s overt resistance to 
schooling. Importantly, it did not work by coercion. The programme offered a real 

choice. Rather than exercise their power against the school the girls could choose to 

be involved or not, with no apparent consequences for refusal.  

 

We wondered why the programme appeared to be an attractive choice. 
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On the surface, Major Tom’s offered the girls something rather unattractive – 

involvement in a physical training regime. We were curious about why girls for 

whom PE lessons were normally a site of resistance would apparently choose to 

engage so enthusiastically. We also noted that they appeared unconcerned about 

what we saw as heightened levels of surveillance – they worked in a small group 

under the watchful gaze of the instructor with a senior leader never too far away.  

 

It could be argued that participation in the programme served some of the same 

purposes as resistance – the girls ‘got out of’ some lessons. And they had already 

been singled out as ‘different’ by the school’s ordinary discipline regime, and the 
programme did not change this position. However, participation in the programme 

allowed the girls to simultaneously fit in and stand out. In choosing their own 

uniform variant – camouflage pants and military style boots – they were able to 

visibly, but legitimately, be other than the unattractive school uniform. Their 

appearance was quasi-masculinized, but referenced dress codes outside school, and 

in popular culture. They still stood out, but in a way that was ‘on trend’ but not 
posh/pretentious.  

 

We also suspect that the boot camp style training appeal brought a discourse 

practice often seen on television into the school. Young people are now immersed in 

celebrity cultures, and routinely see famous women (and men) engaged in the same 

kind of physically testing routines that they were offered. While this activity was ab-

normal in school terms, strenuous physical training is norm-al in popular culture and 

in high profile sports such as football. Engaging in boot camp routines within the 

school sutured a practice that is possibly more desirable into the school assemblage. 

The programme allowed the girls a way to demonstrate that they were capable of 

hard work, a norm that many young people see as important (Allen & Mendick, 

2012). In so doing, the programme additionally expanded the ways in which it was 

possible to ‘be’ a girl in the school. The group could become ‘good girls’, when they 
worked with younger peers. Up until this time, the only way they could occupy this 

position was through compliance with expected school rules. This new 

‘responsibilising’ activity showed the girls as ‘deserving’ of the special treatment 
they had received. 

 

However, as noted, the girls were not isolated by their participation and 

sequestered off from the rest of the school. They were not the only group in the 

school engaging in the programme. Major Tom’s was an ‘othering’ through which it 

was possible for the girls, and peers, to gain official approval (a reward) as well as 

the pleasure of seeing embodied self-improvement in levels of fitness (a disciplining 

of the self to provide its own internalised reward system) (c.f.Kelly & Harrison, 

2009). Importantly, the girls were not offered a whole-scale alternative curriculum. 

They were still expected to participate in sufficient classes to achieve their 

complement of GCSE subjects. They were thus still part of the overall school 

assemblage and not removed from its most important practice. 

 

We understand the Major Tom’s programme to have worked to expand the girls’ 
horizons of possibility, winning their ‘souls’ (Rose, 1999) by offering ways in which 
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they could become part of the norm, while still being ‘different’. This was 

accomplished via an imbrication of a technology of care - physical training of the 

body - and an ethic of care – an opportunity for the girls to do morally approved 

‘good work’ in the form of tutoring as well as exhibiting care for themselves. As the 

school expanded its disciplinary regime and brought in aspects of popular cultures 

as part of a practice of embodied physical and ethical re-training, the girls no longer 

had to exercise power against the school in order to ‘become somebody’ (Wexler, 

Crichlow, Kern, & Martusewicz, 1992).  

 

Thursday’s Child Farm 

 

Thursday’s Child Farm provides a one-week residential programme for groups of 

secondary-aged pupils from across England. The young people live on the farm 

from Monday until Friday, accompanied by members of staff from their school. 

They engage in all aspects of farm life, including feeding the animals, cleaning out 

the enclosures, milking, and horse grooming.  They help to cook all of the meals, 

and go for night time walks, play board games and watch films.  The young people 

engage in a level of physical activity that would not normally be a part of their day.  

Alongside this increased physical exertion, the farm has dietary rules - no processed 

foods, sugar, and fizzy or caffeinated drinks.  On the farm, young people do not 

have access to electronic equipment, including mobile phones.   

 

The combination of these elements is summed-up by farm staff as a “life swap” 
experience for the young people.  They exchange their lives back in their 

neighbourhoods and school for something completely different. Farm staff are sure 

that eliminating some of the trappings of everyday life ensures that the young 

people are positioned to be open to the therapeutic components of the programme, 

the farm’s key emphasis. Young people have one-to-one time with a therapist and 

with other members of farm staff, and engage in a range of group counseling 

sessions with their peers and school staff.  Meal times are crucial to the therapeutic 

experience and each day begins with the group eating together and reflecting on 

their experiences.  The physical space in the farm building is designed to facilitate a 

‘family-living’ environment, with a large table and comfortable ‘lived-in’ sofas. 
 

Thursday’s Child Farm aims to establish long-term relationships with schools. Their 

preference is for schools to nominate young people for a week on the farm in 

consultation with farm staff so that the aims of, and planning for, the week is shared 

and agreed. Thursday’s Child staff attend a meeting with parents and students to 

explain what is on offer; participation in the programme is voluntary. School staff 

come to the farm with their students, and farm staff ideally also have the 

opportunity to brief them on the programme, its aims and processes and to debrief 

afterwards. Parents are invited to the fifth and last day on the farm to hear about 

what their children have done, and to see the farm for themselves. A farm staff 

member goes back to the school to pass on information about what the students 

have done during their week away.  
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This process is something more substantial than just good information flow and 

communication. The school and the farm share a common goal for a particular 

group of young people. The teachers who also live on the farm with their students 

share experiences and they have changed interaction patterns and common 

memories that they can talk about later, thus recreating the different relationship 

associated with the farm. Parents too have seen for themselves something of the 

farm and have some new reference points for conversation. This is more than simply 

the provision of respite from everyday life; there are threads weaving the 

experience into the young people’s biographies. 
 

But, Thursday’s Farm is a one-week experience and the farm staff do not want to 

over-claim its benefits. The resident therapist on the farm maintains that the farm 

experience does have an immediate impact. However, this does not carry simply 

and seamlessly back at school. As one staff member told us, tracking their young 

people suggests that 

 

…after they leave us there is a dip, but then they improve in the medium 

term… that is why the schools are happy with us and we didn’t lose a single 
school last year which is great but one of the things that you’ve got to 
manage is the expectations because the fact is that the schools expect 

these kids to go away and come back transformed. They are transformed 

when they are here, but when they go back into school they will have a 

lapse sometimes. One kid who has been to the farm and then struggles 

when they go back into school is enough for teachers to say ‘well that didn’t 
work’. But if you look around now there is no way that anyone who sees the 
kids could say that this hasn’t had an impact on them. 

 

The group of students we met was on the farm to improve their confidence, self-

esteem, behaviour and peer relationships. Many of the twelve were very withdrawn, 

including two young people who rarely spoke (selective mutes). We observed the 

young people in the mainstream school setting at a meeting before the programme, 

as well as on the farm itself. The farm appeared to be a particularly potent 

experience for the very withdrawn. 

 

Young people were required to ‘care for’ animals as soon as they arrived. Staff saw 

this as establishing the lived experience of caring not only for the self but also for 

the natural world. Animal husbandry established the interdependence of 

nature/people. A farm staff member explained this to us as 

 

…attending holistically to a child in the sense that you are allowing a 
completely new experience for their mind, body and spirit and they are living 

in a community and a setting where nature and animals play a really big part 

in reconnecting the children to who they are. 

 

As the young people were engaged with farm staff in everyday farm tasks, they 

talked one to one and in small groups about the things that they found interesting. 

Conversations beginning with horse grooming or gardening typically meandered 
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but often included the young people’s concerns, fears and worries about school, 
home and neighbourhood. All staff on the farm were able to engage young people 

in conversations that also mattered to them - topics were of mutual interest and not 

manufactured for the purpose of covert counselling. We were told and saw for 

ourselves that the starting point for conversations were the young person’s own 

“narrative”; the purpose of dialogue was so that young people might learn to  
 

…trust in themselves that they can talk honestly about how they feel… And 
we start with the children: where are they from; what do they enjoy most? 

It’s not starting with pathology.   

 

We did not interview the young people at the farm in the same way as we had in the 

Major Tom’s programme. It would have been a disruption to the carefully structured 
programme of activities. We did however see the kinds of conversations and 

interactions that the young people had with both farm staff and their teachers. 

These were often what farm staff would describe as ‘parental’ and ‘loving’, in that 
the staff were genuinely interested in the young person and their current and future 

lives. 

 

Farm staff worked to support school staff to carry these kinds of practices back to 

school.  

 

So there is a lot of shared values between the school and us, and when their 

teachers come to see us they seem to be inspired by what they see and they 

take that back to the school (therapist) 

 

The resident therapist meets one to one with each young person during their stay. 

Drawing on this meeting she offers new information to the school that they can use 

to modify the students’ regular programmes. 

 

I write a brief report on every child from the session that I’ve had with them 

and then we do a thing called ‘school report’ and that will include the 
celebration notes; my experience of the child in the session and a general 

picture of the child at the farm with any recommendations that we might 

make to the school. So we might say that a child’s actual level of intellect is 
way above where she is performing and if you put her in a new environment 

she’ll show real curiosity and interest and ability. 

 

In optimal conditions, such as the situation we observed, there was not only an 

option for the young person to change but also for their school to change what they 

did for the young person.  

 

Thursday’s Child Farm as a disciplinary regime 

 

Thursday’s Child Farm, a ‘psy’ provision, aims to change young people. It claims 

most success with young people who are apparently compliant in school, but resist 

by refusing to speak or actively participate. Their choice is to withdraw their voice.  
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But the formation of educated subjects requires more of students than simply being 

present; it requires social and verbal interaction. So these young people are 

identified, not by their infractions of rules, but through welfare systems that see this 

form of behaviour as worryingly ab-norm-al. The school’s aim in nominating young 

people to Thursday’s Child Farm is to exercise care by ‘helping’ young people make 

more of them-selves available to school regimes.  

 

Thursday’s Farm aims not to establish new physical routines but to disrupt 

established patterns of embodied activity. Away from the school and home, a dawn 

to dusk routine of physical labour combines with group activities to provide 

opportunities for young people to experiment with and experience another way of 

living, and being.  

 

The programme’s emphasis is not on learning but on everyday management and 

nurture. Farm workers stress health and responsibility for others – care for the self 

and also for animals and the land. An overt connection is made to environmental 

issues and the moral importance of ‘care’ is seen as a key to sustainability. This is an 

environmental discourse with which students would be familiar, but perhaps 

Thursday’s Farm offered a unique opportunity to experience what this means as an 

everyday regime. Surveillance routines appear to be secondary to getting the work 

done. The farm’s emphasis is on responsibilisation – if the cow is not milked it will 

suffer, if you do not eat breakfast you won’t be able to work for the day. There is of 
course surveillance as students work individually and in small groups with farm staff: 

this is however framed as a learning and self-managing practice. 

 

Young people are invited to rethink and to re-narrativise themselves. It is possible 

for young people to engage in many farm activities without speaking a great deal. 

They are not under pressure when physically working to talk, and they choose how 

much they say and about what. Students are offered a way to think about social 

interaction that is different from that of the school - they mix with others not in 

order to obey school rules 

 and become ‘teachable’, but to accomplish a series of morally ‘good’ tasks.  

 

The therapeutic confessional is the opportunity for young people to begin to 

reframe them-selves in and through conversation. Young people can talk about any 

aspect of their home, peer and school lives, but the therapist’s major focus is on the 

young person’s sense of self and wellbeing. Using a classic talking therapies 

approach, she seeks to ascertain and promote self-disciplining strategies that will 

help young people to care for themselves as well as to adhere to school 

expectations and norms. 

 

Thursday’s Farm offers much the same range of opportunities to the school staff 

that accompany the students. They have no session with the therapist of course, but 

they are expected to work alongside students and establish new patterns of 

interaction. As teachers reveal hitherto unseen aspects of themselves, the 

assumption is that students will see them differently, not just as representatives of 

the school’s disciplinary and pedagogical regimes. This allows for the possibility, 



 15 

together with some adjustment to student’s individual school programmes, for 
students to ’take back’ some of their re-learnt self-managing behaviours into the 

school – and home - setting.  

 

Thursday’s Farm might be seen as the furtive hand of the ‘happiness industry’ 
infiltrating schooling, taking away the focus from learning and knowledge 

(Ecclestone & Hayes, 2008). However, in our view, it is part of a longer history of psy 

interventions that seek to bring back into the fold those who do not conform to 

established ways of behaving. The practice is to talk your way into a new, more 

norm-al life choice.  

 

Talking as a means of steering people to ‘choose’ to behave differently is, in the case 

of Thursday’s Farm, offered in conjunction with the embodied experience of acting 
differently for a short period of time. This might simply be a respite from school, or 

it might in fact be the beginning of a trigger for a more conforming self. The girls 

involved in Major Tom’s faced overtly punitive regimes – expulsion, transfer to full 

time AE – if they chose not to participate and continued to mis-behave. But 

students in the Thursday’s Farm programme were more likely to become 
medicalised if they continued to exercise their power as withdrawal of participation. 

 

As is the case with Major Tom’s team-building, the farm offered both a physical 

regime and an ethic of care. However, much more than Major Tom’s Thursday’s 
Child Farm sought to work on the ‘soul’ and on the ethic of caring for the self.  

 

In sum 

 

 We began this paper with the suggestion that care was generally strongly tied to 

both instrumental learning and disciplinary regimes in schools. We suggested that 

the dominant disciplinary regimes in schools, and in alternative education, were 

now largely geared to instrumental ends, and worked in the interests of the school. 

Our research showed that in alternative education there had been a strong swing 

back to behaviourist reward and punishment regimes which supported this 

instrumentalised push.  

 

Our analysis of two complementary AE programmes showed how they operated 

differently. For a start, the students were not offered a reduced curriculum, as is the 

case in most full-time AE. They maintained access to the national curriculum that 

currently counts for success and thus to the usual range of further educational 

options. This is certainly important, but it is not all that matters.  

 

For us, the prime difference between Major Tom’s and Thursday’s Child Farm and 
the dominant regular school /AE regimes is in the nature of the care on offer, that is, 

in the choices that young people were able to make and the ways in which they 

could exercise power. Care in most AE is highly individualised and reductively 

focused on obedience and performing well in set tasks. There is a relatively simple 

binary choice of conform/resist.  By contrast, the two complementary programmes 

we examined offered different choices. There was no penalty for choosing not to 
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participate. And the choice was not to simply conform but also to care - for others 

(the group, nature, children) and the self. New narratives were also on offer to 

explain why these choices were moral and good. 

 

The AE programmes steered, not coerced and punished. The key to these 

complementary programmes, we suggest, is that the major target of student 

resistance – the everyday, ordinary disciplinary workings of the school - were 

temporarily displaced. Students were able to choose to exercise their power 

differently and opt into alternative ways of being and becoming. Their options were 

connected with wider positive moral and cultural norms and they offered different 

potential trajectories for the future. While these were certainly not the 

‘emancipation’ that some might advocate, they were nevertheless more than 
students might have anticipated before their involvement. Whether they chose or 

were able to choose these futures is not the responsibility of these AE programmes, 

but is the job of their schools, communities and indeed, the society to which they 

belong. 

 

Of course, the Foucauldian notion that ‘everything is dangerous’ certainly rings true. 

We have no desire to over-claim the benefits of the programmes. On the other 

hand, we cannot say that we saw no positives associated with the two programmes. 

Both Major Tom’s and Thursday’s Child Farm did seem to be somewhat different 
than the dominant norm, directed towards a more generous vision of education. 

They were not solely concerned with students achieving designated test targets, 

coordinating health and welfare agencies, and stopping bullying. We have no doubt 

that the young people themselves experienced these interventions as being ‘cared 
for’; they were not simply performing outcomes, liabilities needing only triage to 
allow them to achieve better in tests. They were in schools where more humane and 

humanistic approaches to schooling remained strong. 

 

Strategies and interventions, which are geared to bring students back into the 

mainstream of schooling, can be seen as the development of a more generous 

school ethos. Schools become, as Manchester and Bragg (2013) argue, more 

capacious, in that they are able to ‘hold’ many more young people within them. The 
capacity to enfold larger numbers of young people is integral to efforts to ensure 

that more of them do engage and reengage with the learning that counts towards 

employment, training and further study. However, this is not necessarily the same 

as an instrumental approach which primarily aims to meet school targets and ward 

off inspection sanctions.  

 

We suggest that our analysis points to a potentially helpful way to re-consider the 

notion of a ‘caring school’ and alternative education. It is easy to suggest that 

schools must abandon performative disciplinary regimes where the choice is to 

conform or not. However they still have to keep order and students still need to 

learn and be taught. It is less easy to suggest what they  might do instead. It is not, 

we have argued, a question of schools abandoning discipline, but rather what kind 

of disciplinary regime might be on offer. The examples of Major Tom’s and 
Thursday’s Child Farm suggest that schools might look to expand the range of 
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choices open to their students. Rather than simply offering one way to choose to be 

part of the school, there might be more than one pattern of participation.  

 

In moving away from thinking about whether a school is good/bad, 

liberatory/repressive, we propose that it might be more generative for schools - and 

those who research them - to consider what horizons of possibility and what 

possible selves are on offer to young people, and what this might allow them to be 

and become. This does mean looking to build a more generous and inclusive norm. 

It may well also mean working to combine physical as well as cognitive and affective 

experiences with the opportunity to act responsibly not simply for the self but for 

others. This is a more expansive notion of ‘care’ than is now often the case. 
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