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Problematising the use of education to address social inequity: could 

Participatory Action Research be a step forwards? 

 

This paper critiques international trends towards certain school practices aimed at 

promoting equity and social justice by closing gaps in specific learning outcomes 

among students. It argues that even though some of these practices (e.g. 

individualised student support, data-driven leadership) improve learning outcomes 

for certain groups considered ‘disadvantaged’, they fail to have a genuine impact on 

the issue. They remain ‘locked’ in the logic of social mobility, reaffirming the 

legitimacy of a hierarchical system underpinned by competitive individualism which 

unfairly distributes social opportunities under the guise of ‘merit’ and ‘justice’. The 

paper argues that unless students develop awareness of the subtle injustices 

legitimised by the current system, no specialised interventions will ever tackle 

inequity, but will, instead, reinforce it. Yet, attempts to explicitly challenge 

mainstream school practices are likely to face harsh resistance from system agents 

due to being so ingrained in school cultures. An alternative strategy is suggested 

which, without being too subversive, could raise students’ awareness - what Freire 

(1996) called ‘conscientização’. This would entail the application of Participatory 

Action Research (PAR) under the cloak of traditional (system-aligned) Action 

Research. Such PAR, despite its political character, would initially appear to fulfil 

the performative role of more technical interventions (e.g. raising test scores) but in 

a way that ‘conscientização’ also happens in the process. This may set the ground 

for social reform, encouraging the transition to a more sustainable and equitable 

society based on collectivity and solidarity.  

 

Keywords: social justice, equity, participatory action research, school education 

 



3 
 

Introduction 

An international trend in school education in countries as varied as England, New Zealand, 

USA, Finland, Italy, Sweden, or South Africa has been the implementation of programmes or 

practices focused on equalising learning outcomes between different student groups to promote 

equity and social justice (MacBeath & Mortimore, 2001; Murray & Malmgren, 2005; Grubb, 

2007; Ainscow et al., 2010; Ndlovu, 2011; Faubert, 2012; Grimaldi, 2012; Ball, 2013; Payne, 

2013; Persson, 2013; Meissel et al., 2016). At the same time, a body of scholarly literature 

critiques such programmes as lacking substance, appropriating equity discourses without 

genuinely serving their purpose (Oakes, 2005; Gillborn, 2006; Gorski, 2008; Loughland & 

Sriprakash, 2016). The argument articulated in this literature is that the root causes of inequity 

– which, in basic education, becomes evident as systematic underachievement, ‘anti-social’ 

behaviour, or low future income of certain student groups – is inappropriately located within 

individuals, families, or communities. Established hierarchical structures generating such 

inequities (e.g. school assessment regimes) remain unquestioned. These structures sort 

individuals on limited criteria institutionalised as ‘valid’ (e.g. performance on standardised 

tests, conformity with school norms), classifying students, either formally or informally, into 

different levels of ‘ability’ or ‘worth’ which only a minority eventually transcend. In this way, 

human relations are made to be unequal and oppressive, while such oppression is viewed as 

natural for those considered of ‘lesser value’. This deficit perspective misinterprets the 

outcomes of structural inequity as its root causes. Ensuing interventions focus on remedying 

the assumed deficiencies of certain students (e.g. through additional ‘support’) leaving 

structural injustices intact (Gillborn, 2006; Apple, 2008; Irizzary, 2009; Poulter, 2016). 

Gillborn (2006), who deals with citizenship education programmes aiming to combat 

racism in England, contributes to the above critique. He refers to these programmes as ‘public 

policy placebos’ (p. 83) seeking to appease the public, yet lacking an effective ingredient. Such 
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programmes view racism as product of the thinking and doing of certain individuals who must 

be helped to overcome prejudice and develop pro-social behaviours. Racism is, therefore, 

personalised and its institutionalised forms ignored (e.g. ability grouping based on attainment 

in English which disadvantages certain minorities). The personalisation of good citizenship is 

also apparent in relevant programmes in other countries (e.g. South Africa, Norway, Israel, 

Cyprus, Finland, or USA). These promote a depoliticised notion of citizenship by aiming to 

foster, in individual students, attitudes and behaviours conforming to dominant social mores 

(e.g. reading newspapers, volunteering) while overlooking the subtle operation of school 

structures that socially exclude certain groups and render them, eventually, ‘non-citizens’ 

(Geobers et al., 2013; Staeheli & Hammett, 2013; Expósito, 2014; Hilburn & Maguth, 2015; 

Poulter, 2016; Straume, 2016). 

Similarly, Wrigley (2008) and Wilkins (2015) critique school effectiveness and 

improvement programmes aiming to help traditionally disadvantaged groups do better 

academically, access higher education, or increase their employability through interventions of 

a technical nature. These programmes, and the successes they often bring about for individual 

students, overshadow the structural underpinnings of inequity, reducing the likelihood of 

students or teachers developing transformative action. 

This paper argues that unless students and teachers develop awareness of 

institutionalised injustices – what Freire (1996, p. 90) referred to as ‘conscientização’ (critical 

consciousness) – no specialised interventions can fundamentally address inequities as observed 

in education. Yet, attempts at ‘conscientização’ within schools are likely to face resistance both 

from those whose interests lie in established structures and those who may not benefit from 

these structures but feel comfortable in them due to long-term exposure - what Bourdieu and 

Passeron (1990, p. 31) termed ‘habitus’. To overcome this problem, certain strategies are 

proposed which, without being too subversive, can, nevertheless, conscientise students. These 
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would appear to fulfil the performative role of technical interventions (e.g. helping individuals 

achieve academically or prepare for jobs) but in a way that ‘conscientização’ also occurs. These 

strategies would endorse the principles of Participatory Action Research (PAR) as 

conceptualised by Glassman & Erdem (2014), who drew on Freire’s (1996) critical pedagogy, 

yet not explicitly identified as such. 

In the following sections, we first elaborate on the ideology of competitive 

individualism and the related concept of social mobility which, to a large extent, constitutes 

the focus of current school practices aimed at promoting equity. It is argued that social mobility 

constitutes an ineffectual element of what Gillborn (2006) considers ‘placebo’ interventions; it 

appears to promote equity by helping disadvantaged students change poles on a hierarchical 

structure, yet leaving the hierarchy intact. Next, school practices aimed at promoting social 

mobility are critically reviewed under three headings: targeted support for underachievers; 

data-driven leadership; and external accountability. The paper concludes by suggesting an 

alternative approach to addressing inequity which, even though it bears the same characteristics 

of mainstream ‘placebo’ interventions, it can, nevertheless, conscientise students (a ‘pseudo-

placebo’). The paper draws on the works of critical social theorists and philosophers, as well 

as the physical sciences. 

 

Social mobility as ‘placebo treatment’ for social inequity 

To critically analyse the notion of ‘social mobility’ one must first consider those of ‘social 

stratification’ and ‘social reproduction’. Social stratification is the process by which individuals 

in society are hierarchically ranked according to commonly accepted criteria. Their position in 

this hierarchy determines the wealth, status, and power enjoyed over others. An individual’s 

position is influenced by that of their family, and in turn, influences that of their children. A 

highly ranked family possesses and transmits to its children the resources (i.e. the economic, 
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cultural,1 and social2 capital) needed to achieve a similarly high ranking in adulthood, while 

the opposite happens when a family has low social standing. This process is known as ‘social 

reproduction’ (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Boronski & Hassan, 2015). 

Occasionally, people will change positions in the hierarchy relative to their families and such 

(upward or downward) movement is referred to as ‘social mobility’ (McKnight, 2015). 

The concept of social mobility greatly captured the social imagination during the 

modern capitalist era, beginning in Europe around the 16th century. It became the antidote to 

inherited privilege dominant in feudal times, generating hope that people could attain enhanced 

social position relative to their ancestors through open competition (mainly in the job market) 

based on personal abilities and efforts (Littler, 2013; Piketty, 2014; Dimitriou, 2017). Such 

prospects went hand in hand with increased individualisation and detachment from collective 

identities (e.g. class, family) allowing individuals to ‘freely’ shape, and take responsibility for, 

their lives (Beck, 1992). A new ideology of ‘competitive individualism’ gained appeal. 

According to it, competition brings out the best in people and is legitimate for distributing 

limited resources. The inequity it produces is only natural and fair contrary to that associated 

with patrimony; everyone (the argument goes) will eventually get what they deserve based on 

‘merit’ (i.e. ability combined with ambition/effort). Wanting to compete and win came to be 

seen as moral virtue and those ambitious enough as deserving societal members driving 

collective progress (Doherty 2007; Littler 2013; Kulz, 2017).  

In this context, education has been viewed as main driver of social mobility, particularly 

since the advent of the welfare state (post-World War II) and the institutionalisation of social 

rights. In public conscience, schools have been depicted as equipping young people with the 

knowledge, skills, and credentials needed to compete successfully in varied domains - a 

function considered particularly important for students from low status households whose 

families lack such valued forms of capital (Francis & Wong, 2013; Dimitriou, 2017). Since the 
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1980s, school improvement research and policy have systematically tried to break the cycle of 

social reproduction through focused interventions helping low socioeconomic status children 

do better in school and increase their chances for upward mobility (Ainscow et al., 2010; 

Hopkins et al., 2014). Such enhanced opportunities are often regarded as ‘social equity’; the 

latter is defined as equal chances to move up the social ladder and become like one’s ‘betters’, 

leaving society’s pyramidal shape unchanged (CASE, 2014).  

Interventions of this nature, however, have received two related criticisms. The first one 

concerns their limited effectiveness in reducing the attainment gap between students from 

different social strata and in improving the life chances of those considered ‘disadvantaged’ 

(Ainscow et al., 2010; Ball, 2013). Leaving aside the reported shortcomings of the methods 

used to evaluate such interventions (Ainscow et al., 2010; Hopkins et al., 2014), their limited 

impact is generally attributed to a focus on improving a narrow set of skills, knowledge, or 

dispositions while neglecting the multidimensional nature of inequity necessitating measures 

beyond schooling, including health care, housing, employment, or the environment to name 

but a few (Wrigley, 2008; Ainscow et al., 2010; Thompson, 2013; Antonelli et al., 2014; Binelli 

et al., 2015).  

The second criticism - going one step further - concerns the neutral view of education 

these interventions adopt. Their developers try to identify ways of supporting students to 

achieve certain learning outcomes naturally viewed as those valuable in life. What remains 

concealed is that curricula are not value-free entities, but constructed by teams representing 

social elites (e.g. subject specialists, politicians). They, therefore, contain the culture of those 

in power (arbitrarily viewed as superior to that of lower-status groups) and operate to their 

interest. Students from low status households, instead of being empowered to capitalise on their 

own cultures and aspirations, are forced to adjust to the supposedly superior forms of 

knowledge, skills, values, and norms that schools represent. They are graded and rewarded 
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based on criteria representing the cultural capital of upper social strata, for instance ways of 

using language, mannerisms, artistic tastes, or opinions. This is not equality but a form of 

cultural colonialism,3 and eventually, only a minority of the socially disadvantaged achieve 

upward mobility (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Wrigley, 2008; Collins, 2009; Ballantine & 

Spade, 2015; Boronski & Hassan, 2015; Dorling, 2015; Wilkins, 2015).  

Hence, despite the hope generated by opportunities to openly compete for upward 

mobility in modern capitalist societies, empirical evidence shows that people’s fates remain 

strongly tied to their parents’ status (Lee & Solon, 2009; Chetty et al., 2014; Clark, 2014; 

Piketty, 2014) and that investing in education to improve one’s social position is, at best, 

questionable (Causa et al., 2009; Francis & Wong, 2013; Chen et al., 2015; Bukodi, 2016). 

Moreover, social mobility has been critiqued as a fundamentally problematic concept, because, 

by definition, it requires losers and cannot be universally achieved. It assumes a pyramidal 

shape of society which does not allow room for everyone to enjoy the advantages of the top. 

For an individual to move up the social pyramid, someone else has to move downwards to 

create space (Littler, 2013; Dorling, 2015). Hence, competitive individualism does not differ 

much in its fundamental assumptions from beliefs prevalent in feudal times about the 

hierarchical order of society. It remains within the realm of ‘power over’ cultures of 

asymmetrical societies (existing for the last 5,000 years) that view humans as inherently 

unequal, unlike earlier egalitarian societies characterised by sharing practices and the absence 

of leaders and private property (Woodburn, 1982; Rogers, 2012; Dimitriou, 2017).  

When society is viewed as naturally uneven, the fact that some people achieve more, 

and enjoy greater rewards in life, than others seems logical. Acquiring ‘power over’ others is 

considered fair for those who ‘deserve’ it and necessary for the well-being of society. Equity, 

then, has come to be defined as ‘fair competition’ (Schoon & Parsons, 2002; Apple, 2008; 

Wrigley, 2008; Ballantine & Spade, 2015; Wilkins, 2015; Giannakaki & Batziakas, 2016). This 
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meritocratic philosophy is embedded in school language worldwide and is evident in the 

frequent use of words such as ‘ability’ or ‘potential’ (Littler, 2013; Dorling, 2015; Giannakaki 

& Batziakas, 2016).  

The emphasis on the individual and his/her potential sidelines collective forms of being 

and doing which could set the grounds for social reform (Haydon, 1997; Littler, 2013). What 

it achieves, however, is social stability by curbing the resistance of lower-status groups who, 

since the rise of capitalism, have hoped to improve their position (relative to others) through 

competitive work in the market, leaving social asymmetries unchallenged and intact (Biesta & 

Lawy, 2006; Torres, 2013; Piven, 2015; Dimitriou, 2017).  

The concept of social mobility, then, takes current social structures for granted and no 

change to these is considered; movement within current structures is the greatest aspiration. 

Yet, enhancing social mobility is not truly addressing inequities as, even should individuals 

become socioeconomically mobile, oppressive structural inequities remain. Therefore, school 

practices attempting to address the socioeconomic gap by encouraging social mobility cannot 

truly engage with the real problem and could be described as ‘placebos’.  

 

School practices supposedly addressing inequity 

The following sections consider practices proposed to address social inequity, yet remaining 

within the confines of social mobility discourse. These are not exhaustive but (we believe) 

illustrative of a tendency to view education as laboratory of experts subjecting children to 

scientifically validated processes of developing certain (expert-certified) learning outcomes. 

The latter are individualised and operationalised through standardised metrics, allowing 

universal comparisons expected to guarantee ‘fair’ competition. These practices appropriate a 

positivistic philosophy (analysed in more detail later) for imposing a social order which 
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disparages understandings of the world not in line with ‘official’ knowledge ascertained as 

‘objective’ by high-status groups (Apple, 1993; Granger, 2003; Giroux, 2011; Thomson, 2013).  

These practices are grouped under three headings: targeted support for underachievers; 

data-driven leadership; and external accountability. These categories capture practices 

implemented at different system levels, namely the classroom, the school, and the 

region/nation. These are not independently implemented but may overlap or be organically 

combined. Both practices which are ‘successful’ within their own terms, and those which are 

not, are considered. For the ‘successful’ ones, it is argued that the outcome is only a proxy 

which, while supposedly connected with remedying social inequity, it does not essentially 

address it.  

 

Targeted support for underachievers  

These practices aim at helping under-achieving students through largely individualised support. 

Those targeted may include students from working-class families, ethnic minorities, children 

in care, or those considered to have special educational needs. Even though some of these 

programmes have as primary goal the provision of alternative learning experiences likely to 

attract those disaffected by standard curricula (whose unidimensional view of knowledge fails 

to engage certain groups) they ultimately seek to reduce ‘deficits’ in academic skills or 

‘improve’ students’ socio-emotional skills/behaviours in a way that renders them better attuned 

to existing school cultures (Ainscow et al., 2010). It is noteworthy that such adjustment is 

geared to the dominant culture of schools and society as is.  

For example, Persson (2013) studied a Swedish school which removed streaming (i.e. 

grouping by ability) and included special needs students (identified as those who ‘could not 

keep up with the pace or absorb the contents of the teacher’s lesson’) into regular classes to 

improve their learning (p. 1211). This was supplemented by individualised support, including 
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the presence of special needs teachers in regular classes, homework assistance, and ‘holiday 

schools’. The programme also fostered an alternative pedagogy characterised by research-

informed teaching, clarity of learning goals, carefully structured lessons, obvious teacher 

authority, and high expectations for all. The programme was largely successful (in its own 

terms), bringing about improvements in academic outcomes.  

Murray and Malmgren (2005) studied a less successful mentoring programme 

implemented in a high-poverty area school of the USA to improve the socio-emotional 

‘adjustment’ and academic outcomes of adolescents with behavioural problems. The 

intervention, which aimed to enhance teacher-student relationships, consisted of teachers being 

assigned as mentors to individual students and developing a programme of meetings during 

which student aspirations, and strategies to achieve these, were discussed. Using a randomised 

control group design, no positive impact on students' socio-emotional adjustment was found, 

yet, some impact was observed on their grade point averages.  

Finally, Grimaldi (2012) reports on an ethnographic study of an intervention in an urban 

high school of Naples aiming to combat low achievement and dropout. The intervention 

included individualised education plans for at-risk students, special psycho-pedagogical 

support for them and their families, and capacity building activities for teachers. Even though 

it started as an ambitious programme, it eventually became a series of standardised recipes for 

dealing with ‘difficult’ students from ‘poor cultural background[s]’ (p. 1138), ignoring the 

multidimensional nature of underachievement and dropout related to broader societal 

structures. Four years later, dropout rates were higher than at the outset of the intervention. It 

was, therefore, judged as an unsuccessful initiative within its own terms. 

The above interventions share an emphasis on enhancing academic outcomes for 

socially disadvantaged students. Even though some may also seek to promote socio-emotional 

learning, it is the academic gains that constitute the principal indicator of success. Better 
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academic outcomes are assumed to be intrinsically good, enhancing students’ life chances and 

contributing to social mobility. Yet, as analysed earlier, this is not the case since inequity is a 

multidimensional phenomenon requiring a holistic solution. Studies have shown, for example, 

that students with below average academic performance, but who are from advantaged 

backgrounds, are more likely to obtain degrees, get senior work positions, and enjoy high 

earnings as adults than students with above-average performance from disadvantaged 

backgrounds (Schoon & Parsons, 2002; McKnight, 2015).     

Another common feature of these interventions is enhanced pedagogical individualism. 

As considered above, this individualism can discourage collective forms of existence and 

thought, instead making the individual the focus of attention and the subject of improvement, 

with others (their ‘betters’) as benchmarks. The student is helped to adjust to an antagonistic 

system and effectively compete against peers to achieve system-determined objectives. The 

intervention acquires an instrumental character aiming to increase students’ ‘feel for the game’ 

(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 63) so they can skillfully seize the valued resources needed to achieve good 

social standing. This individualistic and competitive system is taken as given and its arbitrary 

(constructed) character remains unseen; people cannot sense the possibility of working together 

democratically towards transforming it - what Castoriadis (1991) termed ‘the project of 

autonomy’.4 

Interventions that help disadvantaged students improve their ‘feel for the game’ and 

better navigate a competitive system of unequal educational (and social) opportunities can be 

detrimental to creating the conditions for ‘conscientização’ and social reform. For, if the have-

nots are exposed to the benefits enjoyed by those possessing legitimate culture/power, they will 

aspire to become like them, reinforcing the oppressive regime weighted against them. 

Moreover, when those (low-status) students subsequently fail to move up the social pyramid, 

they are likely to blame themselves for this and be blamed by others.5 Such stigmatisation will 
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further disempower them (Freire, 1996; Wilkins, 2015). Therefore, no matter how successful 

such targeted interventions may be within their own terms, they do not promote equity but re-

affirm a status quo that advantages the advantaged and further disempowers the 

disadvantaged.6   

 

Data-driven leadership 

Another way of promoting equity through education (related to the interventions analysed 

earlier) has been through leadership practices driven by ‘data’ or ‘evidence’. These terms refer 

to objectified metrics, including student scores on (external or school-based) assessments, 

attendance rates, records of expulsions/suspensions, or graduation rates serving to track the 

‘progress’ of different student groups, compare them, and decide what actions are needed to 

help those ‘lagging behind’. Such data-informed leadership is considered a key competence of 

principals committed to promoting social justice, allowing them to plan strategically for the 

improvement and equalisation of learning outcomes (Knapp et al., 2007; Theoharis, 2009; 

Mandinach & Honey, 2008; Moses, 2013; Demski & Racherbäumer, 2015).  

In the above context, a rhetoric of successful leadership styles for helping schools achieve 

their data-driven targets has proliferated. Popular among educationists are transformational, 

distributed, and instructional leadership styles, which have also been the focus of empirical 

research over the last 30 years, indicating positive effects on student learning especially in 

high-disadvantage areas (York-Barr & Duke, 2004; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Day et al., 

2008; Robinson et al., 2008; Leithwood & Sun, 2012). Transformational leadership is 

described as largely based on personal charisma, inspiring school members to go the ‘extra 

mile’ and work towards a shared vision (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009). Instructional leadership 

focuses on achieving a common purpose by offering direct guidance on teachers’ classroom 

pedagogy and how it can be aligned with the targets set (Robinson et al., 2008; Halverson et 
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al., 2015). Distributed leadership is leadership shared among school members who combine 

their diverse capacities (in working groups, forums, etc.) to serve the common purpose (York-

Barr & Duke, 2004; Demski & Racherbäumer, 2015). Attention has also been paid to 

interschool collaborations or ‘system leadership’ (Hopkins et al., 2014, p. 268) aimed at 

diffusing ‘good’ practice and ‘world-class’ expertise across schools/jurisdictions for improving 

students’ learning as defined by universal standards.  

Yet, despite positive effects on student outcomes, such leadership approaches have 

received strong criticism. Lumby and Coleman (2007) point to the strong harmony bias evident 

in the vocabulary of their proponents (e.g. ‘common’, ‘shared’, ‘together’) and behind which 

vested interests and undue concentration of power are hidden. According to these models, a 

‘good’ leader is one who forms strong (bonded) communities by bringing people together and 

inspiring (or guiding) them to work towards common goals agreed through a consensus-

building process. The ‘common’ goals ‘agreed’ usually refer to system-determined outcomes 

quantifiable and tractable through the use of data (e.g. students’ academic performance or 

engagement with school as is) and whose legitimacy is rarely challenged. Questions such as 

who influences the target-setting discussions the most, whose interests are served by the 

‘agreed’ targets, or what happens to those disagreeing with these, remain unexplored. Lumby 

and Coleman (2007) also point to the exclusion of low-status individuals from key leadership 

roles which potentially affects the outcomes of such consensual processes. Therefore, even 

though these leadership practices may occasionally promote social mobility and appear 

successful from an instrumental viewpoint, in the long term, they work to the benefit of 

dominant social groups and reproduce the social order.  

 

External accountability 
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External accountability mainly refers to the monitoring of school processes (e.g. 

classroom/leadership practices) and the measurement of school outcomes (e.g. test scores, 

attendance rates) through standardised procedures known as ‘inspections’. These are conducted 

by external experts to generate evidence that schools make good use of public money (often in 

value-added terms7) rendering this accessible to parents, governments and/or the public 

(MacBeath, 2006).  

There is variation in form across countries. In England, for example, the combination 

of open enrolment and free public access to inspection reports means that those schools judged 

to perform well get a boost to their reputation and may correspondingly increase their 

enrolments. Underperforming schools may be subjected to remedial interventions (MacBeath, 

2006) or, in grave situations, given direction to be closed down as defined by the School 

Standards and Framework Act 1998 (Meredith, 2012). Germany or Cyprus, on the other hand, 

have low-stake inspection regimes with no sanctions for underperforming schools 

(Brauckmann & Pashiardis, 2010; Demski & Racherbäumer, 2015).  

In general, the positive and/or negative rewards are expected to incentivise teachers and 

leaders to work harder towards improving the quality of education irrespective of their 

students’ backgrounds. Moreover, monitoring school performance across a country allows the 

identification of unequal outcomes between regions and/or certain student groups which can 

then be addressed through targeted interventions.  

Research shows, however, that inspections often cause a drop in student academic 

outcomes, especially in the year of inspection (Scanlon, 1999; Gaertner & Pant, 2011; Gaertner 

et al., 2014; Hopkins et al., 2016). The same studies also reveal that inspections have either a 

negative effect on student performance or none at all. Explanations include teacher stress 

caused by pressures to meet external thresholds, and the elimination of time for reflective and 

creative thinking (Scanlon, 1999; Wilkins, 2015). Even when schools have good inspection 
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results, this is often the outcome of inappropriate and damaging pedagogical practices (Ball, 

2013). From an equity perspective, schools located in disadvantaged areas that perform well in 

valued-added terms are not equally rewarded as schools in high-status areas. The latter continue 

to enjoy greater popularity and offer bigger advantages to their graduates than the former 

(Thrupp, 2001a; Thrupp, 2001b). Inspections have also been critiqued for their limited validity 

and reliability, not least because the performance measures applied do not cover the entire 

spectrum of learning possible in a school (and much of which cannot be measured) (Gaertner 

& Pant, 2011; Wilkins, 2015). Given the above, external accountability is considered 

unsuccessful in promoting social equity from various perspectives.   

 

Positivistic underpinnings of ‘education for equity’ in late modernity 

The practices discussed above are grounded in the epistemological traditions of positivism, 

empiricism, and operationalism (Marcuse, 1964; Granger, 2003; Hjørland, 2005). Their main 

assumptions are (a) that the world is an objective entity discoverable through rational inquiry 

based on sensory experiences (i.e. empirical observations), and (b) that it is divisible into well-

bounded and loosely connected parts which can be mapped and measured. Such fragmentation 

of reality becomes necessary for its precise definition and ‘proof’ of existence through 

measurement.  

For example, the learning outcomes targeted through the above-described practices, 

include pieces of knowledge, skills, or attitudes that can be operationalised and measured using 

standardised tools developed by ‘experts’. These outcomes define the ‘performance standards’ 

used to evaluate students, teachers and/or schools. The learning processes generating these 

outcomes are considered divisible into distinguishable parts/steps with a clear sequence 

referred to as ‘structure’. The provision of individualised support to those struggling to meet 

such standards (be they students, teachers, or schools) implies that a classroom, school, or 
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system consists of largely disconnected parts (i.e. students, teachers, or schools, respectively) 

progressing or failing irrespective of what others do.  

In late (neoliberal) modernity, this positivistic outlook has been appropriated by 

powerful groups to ensure control over others in a supposedly free society (apparently offering 

increased freedom of choice/action through the marketisation of many spheres of human 

activity including education and healthcare) under the guise of ‘rationality’ and ‘rigour’ 

(Giroux, 2011; Thomson, 2013; Monbiot, 2016). Sadly, the fragmentation of experience and 

knowledge in schools precludes holistic understandings of the world necessary for the 

development of critical consciousness among students, while the individualisation it induces 

curbs collective action. Education acquires a technicist character, merely helping students 

adjust to a known and static world without attempting to remake it. When political questions 

are asked (e.g. ‘whose knowledge do schools promote?’, ‘who does this knowledge serve?’, 

‘who defines justice?’) those asking these are at risk of being seen as dysfunctional system 

agents in need of adaptation (Thrupp, 2001a; Thrupp, 2001b; Wrigley, 2008; Straume, 2016).  

In the above context, people’s capacity to question the social arrangements governing 

their lives and self-posit themselves is bridled, generating what Castoriadis terms (1991, p. 

162) ‘heteronomous societies’. These societies take such arrangements as given, imposing 

specific truths on individuals which can neither be proved nor rejected and which guide their 

thinking and actions (e.g. that an ‘objective’ hierarchy of knowledge exists or that there is an 

irrefutable necessity for continually improving measurable outcomes). 

Modern physics however (e.g. relativity theory, physics of the vacuum) have pointed to 

the spuriousness of classical scientific assertions pervaded by positivist thought. Discoveries 

in these fields show that what people perceive as the world around them is merely a creation 

of their senses; a deformed representation of reality. Physical objects, odours, or music, do not 

exist beyond these senses. For example, what is called ‘matter’ is, in fact, energy whose density 
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has taken such values as to be perceptible to the senses. Scientists have found no solid material 

substance in the atomic nucleus, but only vibrating energy (Muses, 1972; Danezis & 

Theodosiou, 2015).  

Given the spuriousness of ‘empirical observations’ on which positivist philosophy has 

largely been founded, what is considered ‘valid’, ‘objective’, or ‘true’ should always be 

revisited. This resonates with Castoriadis’ (1991) concept of the ‘autonomous society’ which 

constantly interrogates, explicitly and collectively, the ‘truth’ forming the foundation of its 

laws/institutions. Such interrogation aims to empower people, so that they do not passively 

accept social institutions, but constantly recreate these in a politically conscious manner. 

Castoriadis (1991) argues that being able to question societal institutions does not mean that 

all ideas are equally valid or that one can do anything they like. The critique of ‘truth’ should 

be based on collective deliberation and justification, and combined with care for others and the 

capacity for self-restraint.  

In the next section, we discuss how education could contribute to the development of a 

critical democratic dialogue among young people which could trigger a shift away from the 

present oppressive line of thought and sow the seeds for social reform. 

 

Reconceptualising placebo treatments   

Despite critiques that education contributes to social reproduction, Freire (1996), Castoriadis 

(1991), and Giroux (1997, 2011) considered it fundamental in achieving social reform. While 

then, in terms of addressing social inequity, individualistic and rationalistic solutions are no 

more than a ‘placebo’ as they leave oppressive structures intact, we must consider what other 

forms of intervention might have a liberating effect.  

This section considers the placebo metaphor from another angle, namely that the 

‘placebo effect’ is an observed medical phenomenon: sometimes patients respond positively to 
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the administration of placebos. It has been observed that placebos administered by staff in white 

coats have stronger effects, and that placebos injected appear stronger than those taken orally: 

the manner in which placebos are administered makes a difference (Brown, 2013; Ramzy et 

al., 2015). Given then, that educational initiatives aimed at addressing social inequity may be 

placebos, how can they best be administered so as to maximise positive outcomes?  

Defining a positive outcome, in this context, is not straightforward. As shown, 

interventions aimed to address social (in)equity are overly interested in improving students’ 

academic outcomes. However, as discussed, better academic outcomes do not necessarily 

improve the long-term life opportunities of those considered ‘disadvantaged’. This thought-

paradigm is implicated in an individualistic, meritocratic, and rationalistic worldview 

promoting a social mobility in which the ‘deserving’ members of the oppressed classes may 

work their way into a slightly less-oppressed condition, leaving the situation of others 

unchanged.   

Instead of promoting social mobility, mechanisms for restructuring society, for creating 

social equity, or for taking steps in that direction, should be the desirable outcomes of 

educational interventions. Bourdieu and Passeron (1990), however, assert that formal education 

is a conservative mechanism reproducing dominant norms and structures, and maintaining any 

pre-existing social inequity. ‘Misrecognition’ is their term for the fact that school members do 

not perceive that the culture being passed on to them as legitimate is in fact a ‘cultural arbitrary’ 

(p. 5) and that the system tacitly privileges individuals belonging to the dominant culture, while 

the marginalised or oppressed are further disadvantaged.  

At the risk of anachronistically blending concepts from different theorists, it is here 

argued that the ‘conscientização’ of the oppressed will free them from the ‘misrecognition’ 

which traps them into accepting that existing structures are the only possible way for society 

to exist. Examples of applying a critical pedagogy, such as that described by Freire (1996), in 
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teacher training programmes for the purposes of achieving ‘conscientização’ have been 

described in the USA (Apple, 2008; Martin, 2005). Ellsworth (1989, p. 297), however, argues 

that, in a traditional classroom, aspects of critical pedagogy continue to ‘perpetuate relations 

of domination’ and that critical pedagogues are implicated in the very structures they seek to 

subvert. Freire (1996, p. 36) himself acknowledges that ‘the pedagogy of the oppressed cannot 

be…practiced by the oppressors’. Teachers, however progressive their individual outlook, are 

cast in the role of authority, the passer-on of dominant culture, whether they like it or not.  

Hence, the application of a critical pedagogy (originally inspired in the field of 

adult/community education) does not seem immediately suited to being transplanted into a 

compulsory school system. In the UK, for example, even were it to be tolerated by the various 

inspectorates, the disruption caused by the clash between the new and the old pedagogy would 

potentially cause the change to fail catastrophically. Resistance could arise from students 

themselves, as new generations have been raised with neoliberal values that challenge the 

notions of equity, citizenship, and democracy (Torres, 2013). 

Mechanisms are needed which will be both accepted by the system and effective within 

it; this is where our ‘placebo effect’ can be useful. It must be acknowledged that the strategy 

here presented, while inspired by the concept of the placebo, rather stretches the metaphor to 

the point of breaking. A summary of the underlying thought process is that if it should be the 

case (and we do not concretely suggest that it is) that the education practices categorised as 

‘placebos’ are in fact intentionally ineffective, then, to gain acceptance, any proposed initiative 

must at least appear to also be a placebo but not meant as such (i.e. a ‘pseudo-placebo’). The 

next section explores a strategy that might work in such a way.  

 

Participatory Action Research as ‘pseudo-placebo’ 
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Participatory Action Research (PAR) may be a mechanism for promoting, through education, 

a paradigm shift towards a more democratic and equitable society. Barua (2009, p. 241) 

describes PAR as: 

…an active process in which disadvantaged groups are empowered through collective 

education and partnership… Such research is politically committed toward structural 

social change to dismantle the dominion of the minority group who control the wealth 

of the society… [It] allows marginalised people to generate their own knowledge from 

their daily experiences to liberate them from social oppression. 

 

In the school context, PAR can engage students in political dialogue promoting awareness of 

oppressive school structures and actions that improve equity outcomes.  

One should take care to distinguish between PAR and the mainstream Action Research 

applied in the context of the school effectiveness and improvement movement. PAR is 

intimately related to the political struggle for liberation from hegemonic societal arrangements 

which is undertaken collectively; it promotes a revolutionary social critique to raise students’ 

awareness of their position within existing power relations networks and of how these 

circumscribe their identities and actions. Hence, PAR is explicitly aimed at social 

transformation and has an explicit collective character. PAR, then, may be a mechanism for 

subverting the social reproductive function of schools. Action Research, on the other hand, is 

used in relatively uncontroversial contexts to optimise, rather than subvert, established school 

processes and outcomes (Martin & McLaren, 2006; Glassman et al., 2012; Glassman & Erdem, 

2014). Action Research may adopt the same individualistic and/or rationalistic approaches of 

mainstream ‘education for equity’ interventions. For example, while Action Research may 

involve teachers (in a given context) exploring together ways of improving students’ 

mathematical comprehension, PAR would aim to uncover the power relations and wider 
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political interests served by this subject specialism, challenging its form and/or place in the 

curriculum. Despite being geared towards maintaining the status quo, Action Research could 

still prove useful; it could provide the performative ‘cloak’ under which to conceal PAR’s 

subversive character.  

Before explaining this in more detail, some further analysis of the concept of PAR could 

prove useful. PAR can be recognised by its ‘mirror concepts of ‘vivencia’, ‘praxis’, and 

‘conscientisation’’8 (Glassman & Erdem, 2014, p. 206). ‘Vivencia’ corresponds with 

‘participatory’, ‘praxis’ with ‘action’, and ‘conscientisation’ with ‘research’. Vivencia is the 

lived experience of events through direct participation. Praxis means acting upon the life 

conditions one faces with the view to changing them. Conscientisation is the moment people 

realise their oppressive socio-cultural reality and their capacity to transform it. It is the point 

they understand that old oppressive practices are not that critical to their survival but can be 

changed to redefine their lives.  

In the practical context of the classroom, PAR may involve students working in small 

groups to examine common problems as experienced and defined by them. Such problems 

should be framed in a way rendering them not just personally relevant, but ‘socially…serious’ 

as well (Apple, 2008, p. 256). Apart from being empirically grounded, the examination of these 

problems should be critical, aiming to unveil the underlying power relations that generate and 

perpetuate varied forms of oppression. Such deep understanding necessitates direct experience 

of the problem (vivencia). Hence, educators should find ways to participate in the social 

contexts of students or recruit members living that experience. It is important that students 

question the power relations underlying the problems examined and understand that these are 

a product of history which need not be maintained (conscientisation) (Freire & Macedo, 1995). 

This will empower them to take collective action to undo such relations and transform their 

lives (praxis). What lies at the heart of PAR, then, is an ethic of critique, the courage to dissent, 
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openness to deliberation, a genuine care for the collectivity, and a commitment to change. PAR 

is therefore intensely political (Herr & Anderson, 2003; Expósito, 2014; Glassman & Erdem, 

2014).  

Given its political character, for PAR to be accepted by the system, it must be 

(mis)interpreted as a mainstream ‘placebo’ intervention. Such misinterpretation of PAR does 

not seem difficult to achieve; PAR is not always understood as a political endeavour. The term 

has been applied to varied practices with little in common other than that the research was 

conducted ‘with’ the people involved (Heron & Reason, 2001). Jordan (2009) acknowledges 

that the term PAR is often used interchangeably with the concept of Action Research. For 

example, Whyte (1991) is concerned with exploiting PAR to achieve change in a management 

context, which leads Jordan (2009, p. 18) to argue that PAR, despite its radical social origins, 

has been susceptible to neoliberal appropriation by mainstream government agendas and 

multinational corporations so as to ‘reconstitute PAR as a tool of capitalist accumulation’. Yet, 

it is this very ambiguity and vulnerability which renders PAR a powerful pseudo-placebo; if 

PAR were riotously subversive in its every incarnation, it could never pass as acceptable within 

a mainstream institution. To function well, it must appear (and to some extent be) one thing, 

while subverting itself and the system by providing a framework for the development of 

‘conscientização’.  

Hence, PAR can potentially be misrecognised (and therefore allowed) by both students 

and the legitimised education authorities as traditional ‘Action Research’. It can thus form the 

beginnings of a Freirean dialogic model of pedagogy within institutions where the ‘banking’9 

mode of education is prevalent. It is for this reason why we refer to such PAR as a ‘pseudo-

placebo’; it does not initially appear to be subversive, but, instead, seems to fulfil the 

performative role of mainstream interventions (e.g. raising scores, preparing students for jobs). 

However, it does this in a way that ‘conscientização’ also occurs. Such PAR, even though it 
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would bear the performative element of ‘playing the game’ of social mobility, it would do this 

explicitly, accepting that the game exists without normalising it or making it seem as the only 

way society or education can function. By engaging students in the critical study of socially 

important problems, it would make clear the (otherwise invisible) rules of this game (i.e. 

revealing the system’s predominant function of preserving the status quo) and suggest that 

these rules can be changed. The performative character of such a ‘pseudo-placebo’ would not 

only be necessary to have it approved by the authorities, but also by the oppressed 

(‘disadvantaged’ students) who do not realise the potential for liberation through acting in 

solidarity with each other, and instead, desire individual outcomes to get qualifications and 

jobs.  

Mainstream subjects (e.g. English, maths, physics) may serve the above purpose; that 

is, fulfilling the performative role of preparing students for high stakes examinations, while 

raising their critical consciousness, especially if they are interdisciplinarily taught through links 

with other disciplines (humanities and social sciences) allowing their study through a socio-

political lens. In this way, mainstream subjects can become the means to developing new 

holistic understandings of the world rather than an end in themselves (Freire, 1996). It may 

also be necessary to invite classroom or other external assistants to facilitate such PAR projects; 

having teachers as facilitators may result in what Martin and McLaren (2006, 184) describe as 

‘manipulative power dressed up as emancipation’. As already argued, if teachers facilitate PAR 

they may unduly influence the framing and analysis of problems examined given their authority 

vis-à-vis students.10  

It is acknowledged that a PAR approach aligned with existing school structures to 

conceal its subversive character entails the risk of becoming another ‘placebo’ intervention, 

hence losing its transformative power. Nevertheless, we believe that PAR has potential to be 
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an engine for social change via a traditional school environment and that this potential is worthy 

of further investigation. 

 

Conclusion  

This paper used Gillborn’s (2006) ‘placebo’ metaphor to critique school programmes 

implemented internationally with the view to tackling social inequities. It was argued that such 

programmes remain ‘locked’ in the logic of social mobility, reaffirming the legitimacy of a 

hierarchical system which unfairly distributes social opportunities and is underpinned by the 

ideology of competitive individualism. Such practices are so ingrained in daily school life that 

it would be difficult to blatantly expose the subtle injustices they embed without provoking 

harsh resistance. A mechanism has, therefore, been suggested for raising students’ awareness 

of such injustices without being explicitly subversive of the system. This would entail the 

application of PAR under the guise of mainstream ‘Action Research’. Such PAR would come 

across as another ‘placebo’ intervention fulfilling the performative role of more technical 

projects (e.g. raising students’ scores) yet in a way that ‘conscientização’ in the Freirean sense 

also happens in the process. The aim would be to eventually challenge the reproductive 

function of education and plant the seeds for social reform.  

The current neoliberal era is considered as the last phase of a dying (capitalist) paradigm 

which, having exceeded its limits as evidenced in the depletion of natural resources and upsurge 

in poverty, needs to be replaced by a new form of civilisation based on collectivity and 

solidarity (Foster & Clark, 2009; Arvanitis, 2015; Danezis & Theodosiou, 2015; Dimitriou, 

2017). This, then, might be the right time to apply PAR in varied educational sites. The 

punctuation equilibrium model of change may be of relevance here (Parsons & Fidler, 2005). 

According to it, deep change is possible only at particular periods of punctuation (crises). The 

current socioeconomic and political crisis experienced internationally may constitute the 
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punctuation foreshadowing the birth of a new civilisation. It might, then, be the right moment 

for educators to work towards the ‘conscientização’ of future generations to hasten the arrival 

of the new civilisation and ensure that the change, when it comes, will be in the desired 

direction.  

For educators to be able to facilitate PAR, however, educational foundations should 

acquire a prominent place in teacher and leader preparation programmes. The latter need to 

draw insights from anthropology, history, sociology, philosophy, and political science to help 

future teachers/leaders ‘understand why schools operate the way they do’ and to critically 

assess the dominant beliefs, policies, and practices characterising the education system (Hartlep 

& Porfilio, 2015, p. 309). This would help overcome the commonly encountered ‘stir-and-

serve’ (anti-intellectual) character of such programmes which over-emphasise classroom and 

staff management skills, as well as techniques for ‘effectively’ teaching subjects to improve 

results (Ohanian in Hartlep & Porfilio, 2015, p. 309). To be meaningful, however, insights from 

foundation disciplines would need to be connected to the lived experiences of different student 

groups. Hence, teacher and leader development programmes should incorporate the conduct of 

PAR itself, including asking their attendees to spend time living close to students (Martin, 

2005).  

A further step might be the implementation of incentives for practicing teachers and 

leaders to go to a different school community and spend time in the liminal role of ‘classroom 

assistant’ engaged in PAR projects. This could have a powerful impact especially if the 

outcomes of those projects were shared in a structured and reflective manner. On a less radical 

level, teachers and school leaders can be challenged to consider their own role in either 

sustaining or subverting social inequity, and encouraged to facilitate the implementation of 

PAR programmes within their own institutions. 
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The current global socio-economic crisis could be seen as the ‘labour pains’ signaling 

the coming of a new civilisation. We hope that this civilisation will embrace the values of 

equity, solidarity, and collectivity. After all, what research shows is that more equal societies 

do better in human development, economic performance, and political stability (Binelli et al., 

2015). 

 

NOTES 

1. Cultural capital refers to symbolic elements (e.g. mannerisms, language, credentials) 

acquired through belonging to a social group. Certain forms of cultural capital are valued 

more than others, helping individuals enhance their status in the same way as income 

(Bourdieu, 1986).  

2. Social capital refers to resources enjoyed through having durable relationships with 

members of a group. These offer individuals access to tangible and/or intangible resources 

not accessible otherwise (Bourdieu, 1986).  

3. Amsler (2007) defines cultural colonialism as ‘…the asymmetrical influence of one culture 

over another’ (para. 1). The term mostly refers to ‘the cultural domination  of Southern 

societies by the global North in the context of global capitalism’ (para. 1) but also denotes 

the imposition of ways of life pertaining to powerful groups in a given territory onto other 

(non-dominant) groups through means such as education, the media, or the official 

language. 

4. Castoriadis (1991) defines ‘autonomy’ as the capacity of calling into question society’s 

established norms and institutions with the view to explicitly reinstituting it through 

genuine deliberation. 

5. Such blame is often based on the argument that some other people from disadvantaged 

backgrounds achieved against odds and socially progressed based on ‘merit’. If others can 
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do it, this is considered sufficient evidence for the existence of fair opportunities for 

everyone to progress (Giannakaki & Batziakas, 2016).  

6. In the context of this critique, it is not our intention to deny the significance of evidence-

based practices in special education aimed at empowering children to be actively involved 

in school life (e.g. behaviour-analytic interventions for students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorders) (Myers & Johnson, 2007). Our critique is rather concerned with forms of 

individualised support focused on narrowing attainment gaps according to predetermined, 

quantifiable outcomes, denying a dialogic relationship between the learner and the world 

that bears transformative potential (Wayne, 2013). 

7. When a school performs well in ‘value-added terms’, its students perform better than what 

would be expected on the basis of their socioeconomic background or previous attainment 

alone. Hence, even if school A (a hypothetical case) performed equally well on a 

standardised test as school B, it would be considered more effective in value-added terms 

if its students came from lower socioeconomic backgrounds or had lower performances in 

earlier tests than students in School B.  

8. ‘Conscientisation’ is the English translation of the Portuguese term ‘conscientização’. 

9. ‘Banking education’ refers to a transmissive teaching and learning model, whereby 

‘objective’ knowledge is transferred from ‘expert’ teachers to ‘ignorant’ students expected 

to absorb it passively and uncritically (Freire, 1996, p. 54). 

10. It is not argued that classroom assistants (or other ancillary staff) are more able than 

teachers to sympathise with oppressed student groups, but that their less fixedly determined 

role within the school allows them to function more easily in the role of social liberator. 

The classroom assistant is, by definition, not a teacher, and is thus free from being cast into 

a role likely to bring associations of authoritarianism and to induce submission rather than 

subversion even in the most progressive context (McClure, 2003; McMillan, 2016).  
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