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Over the past few years, I've learned that
people’s understanding of history may vary
because each person’s interpretation differs
depending on their perspective. Also, some
historical accounts can be brutal and

ISBN 9781350533929

8t

THE
SAFETYFICATION
OF EDUCATION

End of

uncomfortable to hear. Under these
circumstances, how can educators help

I

students get to the truth? The Italian e
researcher, Giovanna Leone (2017), in her . % % M
work on historical reasoning, drew from the Nl »‘Z‘ k>
Ancient Greek and Foucault by invoking U RO e

the word, parrhesia, ““a kind of social
discourse that, in addressing troubling
issues, ‘chooses frankness instead of persuasion, truth instead of falseness or
silence, . . . [and] moral duty instead of self-interest or moral apathy™ (p. 148).
She also pointed out that being a parrhesiastic teacher can be perilous but also
rewarding. When a teacher tells the uncomfortable truth about students’
ancestors’ colonial crimes, for instance, students are empowered by knowing the
truth and consequently recognize the need to repair the damage. One could
conclude that telling the truth enables students to feel safer enlightened than they
would feel in the dark. In this light, I was eager to find out how Marta Estellés’
concept of safetyfication might shed a different light on this issue from her
perspective as a researcher of citizenship education.

BLOOMSBURY CRITICAL EDUCATION

Her book, The Safetyfication of Education, includes an introduction, six chapters,
and final reflections. In the introduction, Marta Estellés gives an overview of
what she refers to as safetyfication, “the process through which safety has acquired
an omnipresent status in education” (p. 1). She states her aim to problematize
this process and analyze its origins and political implications. The inquiry
discussed in the book is based on her work in Aoterearoa, New Zealand, where,
beginning in 2020, she joined a group of scholars from the University of
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Auckland who were investigating the impact of COVID-19 on New Zealand
schools. Since this line of inquiry was too vast, she decided to focus on
citizenship education, her Ph.D. research interest. She began a project on
students’ experiences of citizenship during the pandemic. One of the surprises of
this study was teachers’ constant invocation of safety. Sometimes, she noted, in
the name of safety, teachers were preventing students from engaging in
discomforting learning. At other times safety was used to limit student
participation in school and wider society, often under racist and classist biases.
Since she believed that education should raise critical consciousness and praxis
(Freire, 2021), she found these uses of safety highly problematic. Safety was
reconceptualizing the purpose of education away from political neutrality. Safety
was providing hidden lessons about values and dispositions that a citizen should
have, such as prudency, rule compliance, risk aversion, and conflict avoidance.
She found that safety was contributing more to the political socialization of
students than it was to citizenship education. From this discovery, she learned
that this hidden curriculum (Apple & Beane, 2007) required further inquiry.

Subsequently, she received a grant for a research project that aimed to (a)
explain how safety became an educational concern in the Anglophone world, and
(b) study ethnographically how four secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand
promote safe learning environments. In this book she reports on this research
project. The first three chapters of the book define safetyfication, outline her
study’s theoretical framework, and explore the United Nations’ and academia’s
contributions to the discourses guiding safetyfication in policy and practice. In the
remaining three chapters, Estellés discusses educational policies and practices
around safety in her New Zealand research sites.

In Chapter 1, she investigates the origins and development of “safetyfication of
education” in the Anglosphere as this would be key in understanding the
multiple and entangled meanings of safety in education and their link with
neoliberalism. Included are four historical phases, which she summarizes as (a)
the development of mass education (1850s-1970s) when physical safety to
prevent future harm was of importance and safety was a matter of (self-) risk
management; (b) the conservative neoliberal turn (1970s-1980s) where well-being
is encouraged by fostering individual entrepreneurial freedom and relying on
psychopolitical strategies to address school violence and child abuse issues; (c)
the neoliberal consolidation period (1990s-2000s) when well-being concerns
proliferated and emphasis on individual autonomy and responsibility in managing
risks was emphasized; and (d) the progressive neoliberal turn (2010s-present)
where education is conceived as a pathway to justice and a reframing of school
violence to school safety and a “politics of recognition” (Fraser, 2019) emerged.

Estellés’ theoretical framework drew from the work of post Foucauldian
(e.g., Foucault 1980) critical sociologists and philosophers (e.g., Dardot & Laval,
2013; Han, 2017) and their critique of neoliberalism and its techniques of self-
governance. She points out:

...while safety in its initial meanings was used to legitimize
disciplinary mechanisms, surveillance and control in schools, it has
progressively moved towards the more “friendly” power, as Byung-
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Chul Han (2017) describes it of neoliberal psychopolitics. In other
words, that neoliberalism has transformed the notion of “safety in
education” from a focus on physical discipline to a form of
psychopolitical control that emphasizes mental optimization and self-
governance (p. 3).

In the third chapter, she explores discourses of safety promulgated by UNESCO
and academia during the 2012-2022 decade. They were inspired by progressive
educational discourses and elevated safety to the status of a necessity or right for
all children and especially for vulnerable at-risk children. They were also framed
by fear and the need to shape policy to save children from harm. The tropes of
vulnerability and harm were particularly evident with respect to at-risk children.

This fear-driven narrative was reversed with a pro-active approach infused
with hope and positivity and an assumption that these dangers can be managed
and controlled. Another assumption is that the more schools are run like
businesses with clear goals and accountability, the more risks are mitigated. A
second solution-oriented approach involved the provisioning of counselling
services and psychological support for those harmed. A third approach was
primarily pedagogical interventions that were at the core of UNESCO policy.
The fourth and final set of suggested interventions was behavior management
strategies. The saviors are teachers and school leaders who are given an essential
role in the safety of students.

Estellés also criticizes educational scholarship: “Despite the widespread use
of the term safety by this literature, most of the articles analysed did not engage
in any discussion on what this notion means and/or implies in education” (p.
48). Further, educational solutions often overlooked the underlying context of
safety problems. Finally, the role of the state was absent, and proposed solutions
rarely pointed to broader socio-economic and political changes. Only in one
article (Waghid, 2015) did the author note a lack of reference to the broader
structural context in debates about student safety.

In summary, Estellés enumerates these themes in both UNESCO policy and
the academic literature she reviewed:

1. Safety is a precondition for learning.

2. Educational space can be emptied of psychological harm.

3. (Socially excluded) children are objects of protection and do not have
participatory rights.

4. Safety problems are considered technical problems that can be resolved
through educational intervention.

5. Educators (not the state) are risk problem solvers or safety providers.

Estellés concludes that these discourses are replete with benign overtones and
perhaps good intentions. They also subtly contribute to forms of
psychologization, depoliticization, and individualism supportive of neoliberal
rationalities of government. These entities “do not have the power to emit
binding educational policies, yet they play a key role in the spread and legitimacy
provision of seemingly progressive ideas, which are then taken up and reshaped
by policy makers and schools” (p. 54).
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The remainder of the book focuses on New Zealand’s educational policy
and practices related to safe learning environments, especially with respect to
education equity for its Indigenous Maori population. In Chapter 4 she discusses
the history of the evolution of safety discourse in educational policy and practice
from the late 1980s to the 2020s, especially considering New Zealand education’s
priority to ensure learning environments are safe, inclusive, and free from racism,
discrimination, and bullying. A variety of private actors representative of various
ideological views provide educational services to schools. Estellés considers this
privatization one of several dangerous effects of the spread of safety discourses
in education. Though New Zealand’s policies are noteworthy internationally,
hidden neoliberal underpinnings and consequences need deeper examination and
analysis.

Chapter 5 focuses on the ethnographic study that Estellés conducted with
four New Zealand secondary schools in 2022 and 2023. She experienced
challenges associated with accessing these schools, the multiple meanings
assigned to safety in each school, and the uniqueness of each school’s culture.
Through focus group interviews, students complained that the school’s focus on
well-being was superficial and teacher-dependent. Among teachers and students
there was consensus that the biggest safety challenges were online safety issues.
Also, both teachers and students noted emotional safety was an increasing
concern. With respect to emotionally triggering controversial topics, several
teachers avoided teaching about topics that could distress the students. Pressures
to address cultural safety, however, were lower. Estellés concluded that safety,
whether physical, behavioral, or cultural, is not without conflict.

In the sixth chapter Estellés reflects on the hidden curriculum of safety,
focusing on the ways in which tacit norms, beliefs, values and dispositions taught
at schools legitimize, reinforce, and (re)create forms of neoliberal self-
governance and dissuade attempts to alter the socio-economic and cultural order.
Safety means complying with norms and being obedient. Estellés proposes
instead of asking, “How can we help students cope with their circumstances and
manage their mental health?” we might ask, “What is wrong with society and
how can we contribute to change that?” (p. 96). Then she discusses the dangers
of conflict avoidance and preservation of social order and the essentialization of
both culture and identity: avoiding discussion of controversies within/across
cultures dissuades the development of broader intet/intracultural perspectives.

In the final chapter Estellés calls for a move away from safety discourses.
They oppose both in theory and in practice, critical and democratic ways of
understanding education and the world. She writes,

The safetyfication of education is simply reducing the imagination
about what is possible in education. ... democratic education
always involves the ‘risk’ of students become citizens-subjects of
action, which implies the possibility of our acts of power as
educators remaining ‘unresolved’; ...claims for cultural recognitions
can only be realized through ‘risky dialogues’ between cultures that
can ‘lead to estrangement and contestation as well as
comprehension and mutual learning’ (pp. 106, 107).
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Estellés ends with these questions for the reader to consider: which risks are
worth taking [and] for what purposes? Indeed.

The Safetyfication of Edncation offers insightful perspectives that pose questions
about school safety discourse and its unintended consequences. “Safetyfying”
education without addressing conflict and examining at their root the societal
triggers causing it may result in something other than safety. Education
policymakers, administrators, teachers, and anyone else interested in
decolonizing education, truth-telling, and school safety would benefit from
reading this book.
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