	[bookmark: _Hlk158715544]



Illusionary, silencing and civilising - (un)democratic practices in school governance





Janet E Hetherington¹ and Gillian Forrester¹
¹Staffordshire University, UK

 







Correspondence: gillian.forrester@staffs.ac.uk





Abstract
Successive British Governments have promulgated policies and initiatives that have not only resulted in the marketisation of education but have, arguably, constructed a democratic deficit in relation to who represents the local in a neoliberal educational context.  The article utilises a conceptual framework which encompasses notions of civility and somatic norms as well as evaluative models of deliberative democratic systems.  The article illuminates the democratic deficit impact of these policy changes on social groups, such as parents or community members of low socioeconomic status, women and non-white Others.  In doing so this research illustrates empirically a democratic deficit which is manifested in the school governance of the Co-operative Aligned Academies Trust (CAAT).  It would appear local participatory school governance practices have been systematically disabled due instrumentalist and economistic New Public Management practices and neoliberal reforms.  Democracy can be conceived as illusionary in the empowered space and as silencing, civilising and exclusionary (anti)democracy in the public space.


Introduction: policy changes, political context and the democratic deficit
Global education systems and public services have faced radical change and been made vulnerable to the corporate reform agenda (Lingard and Hursh, 2019).  Furthermore, the challenge to public education globally, has resulted, in some countries, to its dismantling  through the privatisation agenda and New Public Management (NPM) practices (Gunter et al., 2016).  Common features of this international rupture, Au and Ferrare (2015) postulate, are a shift from centralised government to decentralised governance, and the responsibilisation of public-private partnership for governing, comprised of state and corporate leaders rather than elected state bodies, or ownership relocated outside of democratic institutions (Gunter et al., 2016).  However, whilst corporatisation (Gunter, 2016) and endogenous privatisation (Ball and Youdell, 2007) practices are common internationally, uniform adoption has not taken place across countries but is manifested through contingent factors and path dependencies (Lingard and Hursh, 2019) in the variegation of post-welfare models of public education and national or federal based models of school governance (Wilkins et al., 2019).  The degree to which different countries have variegated models of education systems and school governance is well-documented (Keddie et al., 2023; Gunter et al., 2016; Wilkins et al., 2019; Møller, 2017), but are ‘influenced by the juxtaposition of traditions and interventions nested within neoliberal and neoconservative forms of private provision’ Gunter (2016:3).  A key international theme of this article is that as the neoliberal state shrinks, an inevitable expectation of market forces and deregulation, private bodies that are unelected and unaccountable to the voting public are responsibilised for school and education governance (Au and Ferrare, 2015).  Significantly, these private bodies have become responsibilised as the new middle-tier.  In the English education system, successive British governments have instigated significant policy change and situated the system as the Edu-lab of Europe (Hall and Gunter, 2016).  For this article located in the English system, pluralistic typology of schools the positioning of parents as consumers rather than stakeholders, the professionalisation of school governance and the newly responsibilised middle-tier of governance are particularly significant outcomes of policy change. 
[bookmark: _Hlk158649520]This article draws on research that examined an English Multi-Academy Trust’s (the Co-operative Aligned Academies Trust’s (CAAT)) model of school governance which is ostensibly underpinned by co-operative values and democratic principles, and its enactment of democratic practices.  The notions of civility and somatic norms (Puwar, 2021) as well as evaluative models of deliberative democratic systems (Dryzek, 2017; Erman, 2012), are used to explore the extent of deliberative democracy in local participatory school governance practices which has been systematically disabled due instrumentalist and economistic NPM and neoliberal reforms.   The article analyses the embodied hegemonic powers and integrative norms which when operationalised in a school governance context result in the civilising and silencing of parent groups.  
Over the past four decades there have been significant changes in English education as successive British governments have sought to raise standards, ensure the education service is ‘effective’ and ‘efficient’ and equip the future workforce with skills that will enhance the nation’s industrial and economic competitiveness (Forrester and Garratt, 2016).  Ball (2021) explains how Conservative governments from 1979 initiated the agenda for radical school reform, restructuring its systems of governance through site-based management with simultaneous centralisation and decentralisation. The Education Reform Act of 1988 transformed the system in England, including, pertinent to this article, the changes to local governance of schools. The role and composition of governing boards thereon, via a stakeholder model comprising teachers, parents and local community representatives, emphasised the importance of giving voice and responsibility to those groups who had a high stake in the school’s success (Gibson and Outhwaite, 2022). The education policies of the New Labour government, between 1997-2010, built upon earlier reforms although, arguably, adopted a more assertive and interventionist approach to raise standards through the setting of targets and standards centrally, ‘modernising’ (Newman, 2001) a perceived underperforming teaching profession, increasing the accountability of schools and teachers and demonstrating 'best value' to public stakeholders (Forrester and Garratt, 2016). Significantly, New Labour transformed the context of public schooling through the privatisation of public provision, which had been initiated by the Conservative’s City Technology Colleges’ experiment.  Notably, New Labour developed state independent schools known as academies; a type of secondary school established in partnership with business, faith or voluntary groups originally located primarily in areas of disadvantage and deprivation with the aim of regenerating local communities through improved provision and educational opportunities (DfES, 2004). The Coalition government’s (2010-2015) elaboration of academies via the Academies Act (2010) extended this to include primary schools and saw the growth of single, stand-alone trusts and multi-academy trusts (MATs).  These are charitable companies with a board of trustees comprising two elected parents, trust employees and local authority representatives (DfE, 2020).  Gibson and Outhwaite (2022) note how a MAT board of trustees may appoint a Local Governing Body (LGB) for individual schools which has led to dynamically different modes of governance and operating powers for maintained and trust schools, dependent on the scheme of delegation – a legal document which outlines the delegated powers for the board and its sub-committees such as the LGB, some of which have significant power and some no power at all (Baxter and Cornforth, 2021).  Improving school governance was central to the government’s priorities as evidenced by the former Academies and Free Schools Minister, Lord Nash, who in a speech to the Independent Academies Association national conference, emphasised: 
people should be appointed…because of their skills and expertise as governors; not simply because they represent particular interest groups...Running a school is in many ways like running a business, so we need more business people coming forward to become governors (Nash, 2013).
School governance has continued to morph through the policies of Conservative governments from 2015.  The stakeholder representative model of governing boards is now ‘professionalised’, smaller and focused on ‘skill’ whereby representatives  are elected based on evidencing the prerequisite skills , as perceived by a governing body (DfE, 2020). Furthermore, this has  responsibilised a new middle-tier for risk mitigation, liability and brand and reputation management (Hetherington and Forrester, 2023), replacing locally elected government institutions who had previously taken on the role. This newly responsibilised, often geographically distanced, unelected, middle-tier, MAT trustees and Chief Executive Officers, take on the role of ‘intermediary actors and organisations’ (Wilkins and Gobby, 2022:1) entrenched in self-regulation.  Greany and Higham (2018) contend that local activity is now deficient as a direct result of government hard regulation and subsequent self-regulation and by, as Wilkins (2019a) suggests, the desire to perfect technologies of rational self-regulation by limiting those who get to do the business of governance.  For Gunter (2018), local activity in representative institutions is limited due to distilled and hegemonic managerialism, NPM and corporatisation as it transforms and removes decision-making to corporately controlled entities.  Subsequently, the combination of smaller, professionalised MAT-centred skills-based governing bodies, corporatisation and the removal of the traditional middle-tier has led to de-democratisation or a democratic deficit in education with a focus on risk and skill over stake (Allen & Gann, 2022).  This has created a democratic deficit (Hetherington and Forrester, 2023).  Corbett (1977) proports that a democratic deficit occurs when governments and organisations fall short of fulfilling the principles of democracy.  The fall short occurs with the active removal of stakeholders, raising questions over who speaks for the local (Woods and Simkins, 2014) within a context of the professionalisation of governance and a neoliberal political rationality.  As Wilkins (2014) suggests, the key principles of democracy – inclusion, representation, participation and empowerment, are now secondary to narrow, instrumentalised conceptions of good governance and market principles. Critically, this democratic deficit and professionalisation of governance not only privileges white, middle-class voices (Kulz, 2021), positioning them as subjects of value (Reay et al., 2007), but is exclusionary towards all stakeholder voices and the notion of the ‘local’ (Woods and Simpkins, 2014).
(Re)Democratisation in the neoliberal contexts of education – redressing policy impact
What it means to be educated, and who should control education, is contested; ‘a crucial struggle’ between neoliberalism and authority and identity (Riddle and Apple, 2019: 4).  Locatelli (2019) proposes that governance focused on market-driven outcomes must refocus to secure education as a common good.  Common good-framed education requires a democratic cultural shift in governance, requiring a framing of education that is shared and relational and is common in both production and benefit.   Significantly for the research reported here, a common good perspective demands that instruments of participatory democratic governance, where all stakeholders’ voices are engaged, are enacted. Furthermore, it demands that community constructed co-operative networks take shared responsibility for institutions and embody principles dynamically opposed to neoliberalism (Locatelli, 2019).  Brown (2015) suggests that democracy and its principles, as an understanding of rule by the people, are being assaulted by neoliberal technologies.  In the neoliberal context of education, NPM approaches to school governance overwhelm LGB with technocratic and monitory demands, and requirements and evidence of efficiency and effectiveness (Wilkins, 2016).  Furthermore, prioritising amenability to external scrutiny (Wilkins, 2019a), the LGB commits to perfecting technologies of self-regulation, such as limiting participation and pluralism, as well as positioning participation and equality as outdated and obstructive to market function (Kulz, 2021).  Achieving consensus or compromise through a deliberative democratic process, rather than the selection of like-minded technocrats (Kulz, 2021), is deemed too consuming and antagonist to efficiency.  Therefore, democracy is believed to be impractical and incongruent with NPM systems of surveillance of and by the LGB with increased accountability to both the Department for Education (DfE), the government department responsible for education services, and Ofsted, the organisation responsible for inspecting educational institution (Wilkins, 2014).  Furthermore, public participation in decision-making, as deliberative democracy demands, will challenge who holds power in the decision-making process (Newman, 2001).  Whilst not wholly democratic institutions (Wilkins, 2016), English school governance, pre-academisation, was predominantly a body accountable to a democratically elected local government institution (Greany, 2020) comprised of a legal constitution of parents, local authority representatives and co-opted community members – a form of localisation.  As outlined in the previous section, current academy governance structures (DfE, 2020) maintain a different constitution as legally required and is representative of a democratic deficit.  When considering how to re-democratise polities such as school governance, deliberative democratic practices have been advocated to empower stakeholders (Mansbridge et al., 2012).  The value in re-democratisation, arguably, redresses the democratic deficit and increases the value of individual rights and opportunities to effectively shape the policies they are subject to, enacted by public service bodies such as education (Lafont, 2020).  Furthermore, it would support institutional restructuring to increase the ability of the local to participate in policy decision-making securing responsiveness to local interests, opinions and policy objectives, and therefore democratic legitimacy (Lafont, 2020).
One approach to re-democratise polities, such as school governance, is a change in practice with the introduction of models of micro-innovations or democratic practices (Ercan and Dryzek, 2015) within the polity.  However, whilst recognising that there are benefits to the mini-public approach (Beauvais and Warren, 2019; Escobar and Elstrub, 2017) as single entities, these innovations are also considered by some to undermine the re-democratising process (Ercan and Dryzek, 2015; Curato and Böker, 2016; Lafont, 2020). 
If the contention is that democratic practices, such as the mini-public, as outlined by Lafont (2020) and Dawkins (2022), can still result in parochialism, marginalisation and Othering, then as Lafont (2020) further argues, not doing anything takes us further away from a democratic ideal and therefore, democratic practices need to be broadened.  This criticism accounts for the turn towards a deliberative democratic system, which more fully acknowledges and accounts for plurality.  The system accepts both self-interest, coherent aggregation and promotes deliberation toward consensus without acclaiming consensus as the sole source of legitimacy (Dawkins, 2022). Furthermore, it embraces agonistic deliberation, an understanding that dissensus is an unsurmountable reality, along with mutual justification and compromise (Brand et al., 2020).  The deliberative democratic system, whereby the mini-public is only one element of the whole system, along with macro-deliberation and local deliberation (Lafont, 2020), is widely acknowledged as enhancing the democratic governance of any polity, (Erman, 2012; Ercan and Dryzek, 2015) such as schools in the context of their governance (Mansbridge et al., 2012).  The system itself is a set of entities which are interdependent and distinguishable from each other, and functions, and is legitimised, on epistemic, ethical, and democratic levels.  Mansbridge et al. (2012) state the deliberative system is compensatory, that is, elements of the system may produce good quality deliberation or democratic outcomes, other elements being more defective or less deliberative, but that these elements are relational.  When looked at from the whole system, the sum of the parts is determined as beneficial or not (Mansbridge et al., 2012).  Dryzek (2017) proposes that the deliberative democratic system has public spaces, where free or macro-deliberation and participation take place.   Hendriks (2009) suggests this is informal , focused on  broader discussions in the public sphere that might influence decision-making. Conversely, empowered spaces are where authorisation takes place and accountability is upheld.  Additionally, Hendriks (2009) conceptualises the system as a plurality; overlapping spheres of public deliberation, which can take the form of micro- or macro-public deliberation or a mixture of both. 
A key criticism of the deliberate democratic system perspective is the evaluation of the effectiveness of its whole (Dryzek, 2017).  Whilst Mansbridge et al. (2012) advocate judging both the quality of the micro-event and the whole system, how this is determined is limited.  Dryzek (2017) subsequently, advocates evaluating the system through the bounded notion of the ‘polity’, such as school governance, where the polity is the political dimension of the organisation.  The polity itself can be evaluated as the extent to which it obstructs or encourages the development of democratic deliberative integrative norms, in securing ‘competent, critical, inclusive and egalitarian communicative action’ (Dryzek, 2017:630).   By considering both the extent to which the role of the stakeholder is a democratic agent within the polity being evaluated, (Erman, 2012) and the related role of power in the deliberative system and associated polity (Hendriks, 2009) further evaluation can be provided.  An individual, a stakeholder, within the polity, navigating the public or empowered spaces within the system will have democratic agency if they have both political equality (both equal and actual opportunity) and political bindingness, whereby those stakeholders or democratic agents exercise their equality to be part of the decision-making process (Erman, 2012).  Hendriks (2009) suggests that within the polity and exercised through the system, power is wielded to both positive and negative effects to influence the deliberative nature of the system.  Hendriks (2009) considers that both power over (coercive power) and power with (generative form of power) are influencers.  Therefore, the polity, as in the case of this research into CAAT governance model, can be evaluated against its integrative norms, and through the extent to which its stakeholders are deemed democratic agents, as well as the role of power over and power with relate and are manifested in the polity itself.
  
 
Civility and the somatic norm 
Ercan and Dryzek (2015) suggest that deliberative democracy has its roots in critical theory, as the focus upon deliberation changes the way that public space politics works; how power dynamics change within group relationships. For Böker and Elstub (2015) this is emancipatory for those involved in the deliberation.  Parents or stakeholders, however, may well resort to deeds (Rollo, 2017), dissent (Sparks, 1997) or protest and activism if their vote or voice is not listened to (Lingard and Hursh, 2019) and are key components of a deliberative democratic system (Sparks, 1997).  Zerilli (2014) acknowledges that in a deliberative democracy, a form of civil behaviour is necessary, and goes on, however, to aver that acts of incivility and contestation are required to broaden democracy and empower excluded groups, which may or not go broader than a form of agonistic deliberation.  For powerless and excluded groups sometimes the only way to challenge the claims of power is to contemplate a programme of political dissent, to practice incivility and to confront the somatic norm.  Puwar (2001:652) refers to the somatic norm in her work as ‘the corporeal imagination of power as naturalised in the body of white, male, upper/middle-class bodies’; naturalised in the neoliberal inculcation of institutional leadership with power, knowledge, and capability.  With the somatic norm are expectations of civility, the social norms expected.  The bounds of civility are the standards of civility set by the somatic norm which subsequently determine a civil or uncivil response (Calhoun, 2005).  For powerless or excluded groups, the disenfranchised, such as women, those who are from an ethnic minority or whose first language is not English or who are from a low socio-economic group, the bounds of civility are founded on a ‘contract’ whether that be racial (Puwar, 2001) or gendered, which has demarcated spaces for those corporealities. There is a choice; the burden of invisibility (Puwar, 2001) and to abide by these gendered, classed and racialised expectations of somatic norm-determined civility, informal rules of behaviour and use of legitimate language, or incivility.
To reinforce the bounds of civility and to reinforce existing sociopolitical hierarchies, a civilising process functions to stem or stifle dissent and uncivil behaviour.  The process of civilising establishes a system of informal norms (Edyvane, 2020) relating to structural and agentic expectations of civil behaviour, and moral and political expectations of civil behaviour (Bonotti and Zech, 2021). This is achieved, Edyvane (2020) suggests, by denominating disruptive practices such as dissent or disagreement with the embodied somatic norm as uncivil or infantilised.  The civilising process also functions to normalise, what can be construed as gendered, classed and racialised, civility norms as natural and inevitable (Edyvane, 2020).  Fetta (2018) outlines racialising which operationalises civilising and silencing, as a series of steps, in a somatic analysis.  The steps reference the withdrawal of support, followed by deanimation, then confirmation and finally social foreclosure.  Many women, disenfranchised minorities and those of a low socioeconomic class have historically, been accused of incivility by challenging the power claims (Zerilli, 2014) of the somatic norm, resisting civilising or silencing behaviours but the practice of incivility can also amplify the deliberative public space.
Methodology and methods
This research explored CAAT’s national and local enactment of democracy, in both the empowered and public spaces of the polity in relation to the parent body of a CAAT Academy in an area of high deprivation in England (Hetherington, 2022).  The CAAT, is an Edu-business sponsored by a substantial corporate entity dedicated to international values of co-operativism; equality, equity, self-responsibility, self-help, solidarity and specifically for this research, democracy (ICA, 2023). CAAT was selected for exploration based on two deviations from the current operational norms in MAT functioning (Simkins et al., 2019). Firstly, the CAAT  contracts all its academies with the DfE through a funding agreement which legally binds its academies to adhere to the ICA international values of co-operavatism. Secondly, it retains a LGB including local councillors, arrangement with a scheme of delegation, outlining the significant powers delegated to the LGB, which fundamentally mirrors the powers and structures expected of maintained schools (those which remain under local authority control).  Both contexts are unusual, and therefore CAAT was selected as counter to the neoliberal context of education, given its commitment to democratic principles.   
Inclusivity, consequentiality, and authenticity (Dryzek, 2017), political bindingness and equality (Erman, 2012) and exploration of power with rather than over the polity (Hendriks, 2009) were used to evaluate the polity’s deliberative democratic processes (Hetherington, 2022).  The research is significant given the tension between the neoliberal imperative and the democratic deficit associated with governance currently (Hardin, 2014), and the concurrent tension with democratic practices associated with co-operative values (Wilkins, 2019b).
[bookmark: _Hlk158807439]This research is socially critical (Boronski and Hassan, 2015). Proponents contest the power dynamics within social structures and challenge the taken-for-granted power relations that exist in governance, the role of parents in governance and the type of democracy that is evidenced in this role.  Furthermore, the research recognises the voices and lived experiences of individuals, families and communities concerning education and wider social and economic conditions.   For a socially critical paradigm, the most appropriate methodological choice is a critical ethno-case study (Parker-Jenkins, 2016; Kincheloe and McLaren, 2000).  Critical ethnography employs the ethnographic method;  the study of cultures and lives lived, through the participation, openly or not, of the everyday, observing what happens and listening to what is said, over an extended period (Punch, 2014, Bryman, 2012).  However, others such as Kincheloe and McLaren (2000), Madison (2005) and O’Reilly (2005), state that it intends to confront and expose the injustice of a particular group or society, not just to describe it.  Bryman (2012) suggests that ethnography, however, is in flux and is often conflated with case study, which chimes with Parker-Jenkins' (2016) call for an ethno-case study approach.  This being a common approach of both; the research methods, the in-depth focus and the degrees of participant observation.  What is different  is the time spent immersed in the field. Therefore, practically, and appropriately for the paradigm, this research has employed a critical ethno-case study approach.  Criticality being maintained by focusing on the power relationship between the organisation and its stakeholders. The research site was a secondary academy - City Academy, located in an area of high deprivation and diverse ethnicity.  The exploration of the CAAT governance model and the engagement and role of parent stakeholder groups as decision-makers, within a CAAT Academy, is an instrumental case (Punch, 2014).  
Documentary analysis (specifically; the CAAT website, strategic plan, and governance policy, including the scheme of delegation, the Articles of Association and funding agreement) was triangulated with semi-structured interviews with the Director of the Trust, the Principal, the Chair of Governors, and with Parent Governors.  A focus group was conducted with Parent Forum members.   Non-participant observation further supported data triangulation.  Observations and field notes were taken of a full governing body meeting, the parents’ forum meeting and the community engagement committee were undertaken. All interviewees were purposively sampled (Bryman, 2012), except where sampling was opportunistic for focus group participants (see Table 1).   All interviews and the community engagement committee meeting were transcribed verbatim.   Data here are the documents sampled, the verbatim transcripts of interviews, and of governing body meetings.  Data were coded and processed using NVivo 12 software (Jackson and Bazeley, 2019).  The coding process involves chunking data with common themes, experiences, or linguistic terms (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).  This level of organisation allows the data to be indexed, manipulated, and accessed more easily (Punch, 2014).  The sample documents were coded using thematic analysis that focused on the content and purpose of the document (Flick 2020) relating to the research aims.  Codes were initially identified from both the research aims and initial readings of the data, for example ‘branding’.    The University’s and the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) (2018) ethical principles and guidelines were adhered to.   Approval was granted by the Director of the Trust and the University’s Ethics Committee.  

	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Age bracket
	Employment
	Ethnicity
	Degree level education
	English as a 1st or 2nd language 

	Parent Governor 1
	female
	40-49
	Professional 
	White (British)
	Degree
	1st language 

	Parent Governor 2
	female
	40-49
	Professional 
	White (British)
	Degree
	1st language 

	Parent Governor 3
	female
	40-49
	Professional 
	White (British) 
	No degree
	1st language 

	Parent Member 1
	female
	40-49
	Not professional  
	Pakistani 
	No degree
	2nd language 

	Parent Member 2
	female
	40-49
	Not professional  
	Pakistani 
	No degree
	2nd language 

	Parent Member 3
	female
	30-39
	Not professional  
	Pakistani 
	Degree
	2nd language 

	Parent Member 4
	female
	30-39
	Not professional  
	Black - African
	No degree
	2nd language 

	Parent Member 5
	female
	30-39
	Not professional  
	White (Polish)
	No degree
	2nd language 


Table 1. Details of Parent Participants
Findings and discussion 
What follows reveals the extent to which deliberative democratic practices are experienced in both the empowered and public spaces of the polity, CAAT and City Academy school governance, when mediated through the conceptual lens of the evaluative frame of deliberative democracy.  Specifically, Dryzek’s (2017) notion of the extent to which the polity encourages or obstructs deliberative democratic integrative norms, through the elements of authenticity, consequentiality and inclusivity, as well as Erman’s (2012) constructs of political bindingness and equality, and Hendrik’s (2009) constructs of power over versus power with.
 
The empowered space: issues of legitimacy 
In the empowered space, the choreography of representative democracy takes precedence, realised in the election of parent governors: individuals elected by the parent body to represent them and their views at the LGB (Escobar, 2017).  However, it is evident, despite the notion of a democratic election process, that those representing the parent body are not representative of their diverse community, nor its stake.  They are white, professional women aged between 40 and 50 years, in a community of high socio-economic deprivation, and ethnic diversity, and with electoral returns based on very small mandates.  Whilst the Governance Handbook (DfE, 2020) (for English LGBs) has been updated to emphasise the importance of an LGB reflecting the diversity of the school community, it does not recommend that the representatives be from the school community; however, neither is evident here.  This raises questions of the legitimacy of representation, with further legitimacy questions being raised based on the recruitment of those elected representatives to stand for election.  Recruitment is based on their skill rather than their stake and, as such, represents the deficit in ‘localism’ that Woods and Simkins (2014) postulate.  This extract from the data is indicative of the parent governors interviewed, with the principal ‘selecting’ corporatised parents with the ‘right’ skills and experiences to come forward. 
 
At the time I worked for a bank … and dealt with some quite senior people up to the chief exec., so dealing with the documentation at that high level which is similar to what you get at governing body, they don’t faze me, whereas I know other parents it does because of the formality of the documentation. (Parent Governor 1)
The role came up and [name, the Principal] asked me to consider it, which I did and obviously by that time the children were older so the impact on the home life etc. would not be as great so I put an application in, and it went to a vote, and I was successful. (Parent Governor 2)
In the ideal of Schumpeterian democracy, the representatives elected are at least a best fit (Escobar, 2017) of the views of those they go on to represent.  Significantly, they should deliberate the pluralist perspective in the empowered space, to promote or protect the public’s interest, the stake, through a process of deliberation with other representatives of the stake.  However, even in a best-case scenario, the research findings here show that the white, middle-class parent governors are not warranted to represent the diversity of the parent body. This is not exceptional, the professionalisation of governance is exclusionary, privileging individuals who perform in this business mode, and those individuals being white and middle-class: securing governance as classed and raced (Kulz, 2021; Rogers et al., 2012).  As Reay et al. (2007) contend, being white and middle-class signifies you as a person of value in a neoliberal rationality.  
 
 The empowered space: active decision-making – consequentiality
 
I have… given my opinion on [things] that have been carried forward and then there have been things that haven’t … when I air my view and opinion it is listened to, it doesn’t always have to be taken on board but for me, my role is to be a voice. (Parent Governor 2)
The Parent Governors reported they have a strong sense of consequentiality, inclusivity, and authenticity, which is significant in the realisation of deliberative democracy.  They perceive they are encouraged to participate in deliberative democracy and that deliberative integrative norms  are embodied in the LGB practices and culture.  They perceive they have an impact, their views are valued, and are not rubber-stamping the somatic norm’s decisions, counter to the experience of Young (2017). There is, however, a distinction here between talk or discussion, which may or may not embody a belief in open-mindedness (Curato et al., 2017) and deliberation.  The distinction is the presence of reason-giving, decision-making and reciprocity.  Undoubtedly, they perceive a deliberative culture, and Parent Governors feel they are equal actors in a ‘deliberative’ process; they consider they have a democratic agency with equal influence as any other Governor.
The empowered space: engineered consent 
I’m happy with this ... what do you think? (Chair of Governors)
 
I know that she [Chair of Governors] has got her own agenda and I wouldn’t be surprised if she had … shelved upstairs somewhere what she wanted to achieve… I think that, yes obviously, if you are going to pit that statement in front of a question then it will only be the bravest people that would say ‘no.’ (Parent Governor 2)
As the quotes above illustrate, not all discussions, however, are authentic or deliberative as governors are steered towards premeditated outcomes.  This is underscored by Parent Governor 2’s knowledge of the Chair’s approach.  Therefore, if these key components of deliberative democracy; consequentiality, authenticity and inclusivity, are undermined by acknowledged engineered consent, as outlined here, so are the perceptions of democratic agency of those engaged in the LGB deliberative choreography.  This represents an illusion of democracy. Leading the deliberative democratic performance, which governs the group to calculated ends, is the somatic norm (Puwar, 2021; Almeida, 2022) with the practices and expectations, associated with white, masculine, classed leadership which is inculcated into British expectations of school leadership (Hetherington and Forrester, 2023). This concurs with Locatelli (2019) who postulates that the illusion of democracy occurs when those in power invite participation in deliberative decision-making with the aim of engineering consent for predetermined decisions.  This is known to some (such as Parent Governor 2) and with that awareness enables those ‘in the know’ to participate in the game, as part of the integrative norms. It empowers them to potentially stand up to challenge the direction of travel.  The use of positional power to implement strategies of engineered consent or fabricate an illusion of democracy – indicate here a governance culture based on the somatic norm, a positional power, or hierarchy, and market logic and performativity.  The culture of this empowered space is one by which deliberative democratic integrative norms are ‘played’ out as a basic expectation of hierarchical and somatic integrative norms (Newman, 2001), with associated NPM technologies.  Therefore, whilst there is the appearance of democratic agency, it is connected to the mode of working of the governing body and the skill level of those working within it.  
 
The empowered space: (un)democratic opportunities 
 
[the visioning day]...the vision [of] where we’re going as a school, where we are going in the community, where we are as part of the wider …Trust movement… there was a group of us in the room, different ideas were banded about, everybody put in as they saw fit, and everything was noted down and [name] (Chair of governors) took it all away… we were there for the full day. (Parent Governor 3)
The visioning day, an LGB event with a focus on determining the vision for the governance and leadership work of City Academy, was a deviation from the LGB’s normal operation.  Their participation significantly enhanced the parent governors’ perception of their consequentiality.  Furthermore, it brought together the elected or co-opted representatives of the community, parents, and sponsors, to deliberate the direction of the governing body and the Academy through the development of the Academy Improvement Plan (AIP).  Therefore, this was not an inclusive event.  Whilst this key event provided a distinct opportunity for democratic agency for parent governors, and others who participated in the event, it was arguably elitist and had greater democratic potential as a micro-deliberative innovation (Beauvais and Warren, 2019).  As mentioned above, the parent governors are not truly representative of the community, demographically or culturally.  Crucially, individuals who are elected as representatives and are not truly or widely representative of all stakeholders, which is arguably true in this instance, when subsequently given the authority to act on behalf of the parent body, may not prioritise the view of those who elected them (Erman, 2012).  Significantly, therefore, those who should have been included in the visioning day, or represented, were arguably, not and those excluded were not, involved directly, or indirectly, in the deliberation or decision-making.   Furthermore, the decisions taken, and directions determined at this event, were not shared or consulted on at the parent forum or with the wider community as a visioning document or as the subsequently constructed AIP.  Beauvais and Warren (2019) suggest that such democratic failures or deficits occur when, in line with the findings, there is a failure of those who should be included not being so, there is failure of deliberativeness and communication, and a failure of decision-making capacities, as an event such as this broadens the scope of those impacted upon by the deliberation, wider than those in the representative positions.  The intention for the visioning day, arguably, was actually the increased efficiency of NPM technologies to support the polity in the drive for clearer Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), Ofsted framework mapped and outcome-driven action plans giving the LGB greater ownership in its accountability function over the school leadership and Academy performance, as a rational-goal orientated LGB.  This concurs with Greany and Higham (2018) who report that MATs have a great stake in self-policing, in that they are embedding and normalising practices of self-evaluation and improvement planning, as well as the language and concepts of Ofsted, as a result of external accountability which influences and constrains school leaders’ priorities and ways of thinking.  Alternatively, a different perspective could be the potential for the visioning day was to secure democratic agency within the representative body, the empowered space; however, there was the potential for greater deliberative democracy, through the planning of this as a micro-deliberative event.  
 
 
The public space: (un)democratic opportunities
I came to the forum to get some new ways to hear about [school] and I have a topic I wanted to be able to ask a question about and get more information about how school is running. (Parent 4)
I come here to ask information and obviously getting a voice heard, … from a parent’s perspective and also from the Muslim community, but I am not in any way a part of any particular community, but obviously I come from a Muslim background. (Parent 2)
 
The parent forum – a public space, was a CAAT proxy for parental engagement.  In a deliberative democratic system, the parent forum represents an opportunity for empowerment, deliberation and participation to take place (Dryzek, 2017).  Whilst a parent forum is not a CAAT-prescribed activity, a mechanism for parents to engage with and influence their academy is.   City Academy’s parent forum provided a ‘managed’ voice for parents, collecting their thoughts and concerns and a vehicle to consult or share information.  The power to request agenda items, discussion points and specific members of staff to explain new policy or protocol, further evidence their perceived consequentiality, as well as the changes they attest to through their deliberative intervention at parent forum.  However, their consequentiality, from the findings, focus on operational or functional aspects of Academy policy; for example, homework, marking and lunch queues, not on policy itself.  Evidently, the notion of authenticity, the preparedness to have an open mind, listen and change opinion based on reason-giving, was only acceptable to the somatic norm (Puwar, 2021; Almeida, 2022) when relating to operational aspects.  A key area of contestation was the City Academy’s attendance policy, which having been raised at the parent forum-the public space, deliberated in the empowered space, was not changed or justified.  In the empowered space, as discussed earlier, there was no legitimate advocating representative for the stakeholders; no political equality; or political bindingness, to have the same influence on the decision-making process. Significantly then, there was no democratic agency for those stakeholders presenting at the parent forum (Erman, 2012).  
 
 The public space: civilising and silencing 
 
When we have a parents’ forum, we have to properly contract that meeting, cos I’m not dealing with a room full of parent governors who are skilled professional people who understand how meetings work I could be dealing with a room full of anyone, and we have. (Principal) 
In terms of inclusivity, whilst the forum is physically open to all, there was, seemingly, observable anti-democratic, civilising (Almeida, 2022) and silencing behaviours demonstrated by the Academy leadership, the somatic norm.  The Principal, in his interview, rationalised the process of ‘contracting’ at the beginning of each Parent Forum.  The now established protocols and procedures for the professional performance of the Forum, align, the Principal stated, with Co-operative values, which model for those attending the ‘right’ way to engage in the Forum. For example, parents were not allowed to discuss their individual children.  By ‘contracting’ in this way, the embodied somatic norm is distinguishing between those of civility and those not; it is often, as suggested by Calhoun (2005) and further by Puwar (2021), a power, classed, raced and gendered distinction between those who are accepted and can conform to the somatic norm and the Others who cannot.  Furthermore, demonstrating to those Others that the somatic norm is aspirational, despite in actuality demonstrating political incivility (Edyvane, 2020). Significantly, when one parent did foreground her legitimate policy point with a narrative, it was misrecognised as an individual child issue.  The parent in question wanted to explore the academy’s approach to the science curriculum.  The foreground to this point began with a narrative about her son’s experience. Subsequently, she was interrupted and asked not to continue as this was not the place for individual child concerns.  The parent talked about this later in the parent focus group:
the science which is very, very important and my son already he was here and he did go but when he started his A-Levels he… really he did struggle, which is I think as a parent we need to be thinking about if we send our children in this school we need to be thinking about there is only combined science, there is no triple science. Parent 3
Parent 3, a woman from the global south, a Muslim, whose first language is other than English, crossed the bounds of civility, that is, the views and behaviours, the social norms, the standards of civility set by the somatic norm to which is subsequently determined a civil or uncivil response (Calhoun, 2005).  This parent experienced incivility, and a violence (Gunter, 2023), in being curtailed, silenced, and not allowed to continue to contribute.  A further example occurred when a second parent raised concerns about uniform policy and its implementation, a man from the global south, a Christian, whose first language is other than English.  He, likewise, started the discussion anecdotally with his daughter and her friends, he too was curtailed and silenced.  However, unlike their white, male counterpart who behaved similarly, foregrounding concerns over the homework policy with his son's experience of homework, was allowed to continue.  Furthermore, all exchanges were reported back to the community engagement committee of the LGB, but only the white, male parent was reported in a positive manner, 
[bookmark: _Hlk158804484]Parent Governor 2: the gentleman that was quite challenging about [homework] …it struck me that he is very involved, 
Principal responded:	Great to have engaged parents.
The exchange above outlines, it is argued, a distinction in value between the contributions from one parent in relation to the others who were silenced, in that not only was the challenge recognised and he was allowed to prevail in his telling of anecdotes, but he was also valourised the community engagement committee, unlike those Others present. 
 Curato et al. (2017) aver that individuals from the global majority, whose first language is other than English or those from areas of socio-economic deprivation, which is the community around City Academy, are less likely to articulate in a rationalist form of deliberation.  Those Others may have speech cultures that are incongruous with perceptions of rational deliberation and may depart from ‘rationalist’ forms of discourse that privilege the somatic norm; dispassionate argumentation, logical coherence, and evidence-based claims. Those individuals may tell stories or be anecdotal, they may use as their starting point the concrete example of their own child to foreground their point, as in this indicative example outlined above, which they want to deliberate.  This is a nuanced difference to wanting their child’s problem solved at the Forum.  Using talk, storytelling, anecdotes, humour, rhetoric, and testimonies are all legitimated forms of deliberative communication (Curato et al., 2017; Mansbridge et al., 2012; Hendriks, 2009).  Hence, as the findings of this research illustrate, some groups of parents experience excluding, silencing and anti-democratic behaviour, as a result of the somatic and integrative norms (Dryzek, 2017).  Furthermore, the auditory signifier of accented phrasing or sentence constructions indicating to the somatic norm those Others whose first language is not English or of class distinction, as revealed above, is the first step – withdrawal of rapport, recognition, of racialisation in Fetta’s (2018) somatic analysis framework.  The second step is deamination, which  occurs as silencing in these examples. Whilst this data has not undergone systematic somatic analysis (Fetta, 2018), it is relevant here to reveal the process by which civilising and silencing occurs. 
  
The public space: dissent and (in)civility
 
I think they tackled it really well, the Eid celebrations. Obviously we’re not pleased with what their [attendance] policy is… but I think there is a lot of things that need to be done because, you know, we need to kind of sit together and talk to the school and see whether they can come to a negotiation. (Parent 2)
A keystone of deliberative democracy is access to mutual justification (Lafont, 2020; Chambers, 2012).  When the parent members of the Forum raised the issue of the attendance policy and its implementation in relation to EiD, they were not afforded the opportunity of formal deliberation, but they were expected, as they are subject to it, to adhere to the policy without question or recourse.  Lafont (2020) postulates that the expectation of blind deference to a policy, to which the individuals cannot align, or cannot see themselves  proposing, legitimately can be claimed as anti-democratic, unless those individuals have control over the actors making the decision (Erman, 2012).  Arguably the parents of the Forum had no known control over those actors, the Parent Governors, if they were unaware of their existence or have a limited knowledge and understanding of what the Parent Governor role was.  Their sense of injustice was palpable during the focus group and reveals itself in the discussion of the petition, later in this section, and in the quote from Parent 1, below, which was a key concern of the discussion in the focus group and the forum itself. 
I did mention it to [Vice Principal] that if had known that they don’t allow Eid celebration day off, I wouldn’t not have sent my child to this school, that was a very important point that she should have noted and hopefully, she will take back to the Principal. (Parent 1)
Furthermore, this was reported back to the community engagement committee of the LGB by Parent Governor 1 as ‘the tense moment came when we were talking about Eid’, as well as acknowledging ‘the brick wall’ the parents were experiencing in the immovability of the City Academy’s attendance policy. 
This type of deficit in democratic opportunity can engender a form of estrangement, or political alienation (Lafont, 2020) in the case of the Parent Forum members, a misalignment in the values of the academy and themselves, and ultimately, a sense of injustice.  Significantly, if an individual accepts with blind deference the injustice, they are disengaging from democratic processes (Lafont, 2020).  The parents in question chose not to disengage, but they chose to dissent, to raise questions, and to challenge the Academy governance and the somatic norm for a deliberative end.  This concurs with Sparks (1997) that an alternative to disengagement is to dissent with deliberation as the goal, or as Rollo (2017) suggests they can commit deeds, which can range from speech to silent protests.  As in the case of the Parent Forum members, dissent is usually the practice of marginalised individuals who contest the direction of the hegemony.  The oppositional practices that constitute dissenting activity, or deeds (Rollo, 2017), occur when the institutional pathways normally accessible are either inadequate or unavailable (Sparks, 1997; Zerilli, 2014).  Whilst a petition would normally be considered an institutional pathway between those of equal power, arguably, because of the power differential between the LGB and the parent body, the lack of deliberative or democratic opportunity, the petition represents a dissenting act, which requires Parent 3 (below) to have ‘courage’ (Sparks, 1997).  
 
I showed them, the Muslim parents, they gave me the names and the signatures and their contact numbers as well and that time [the Principal] thought we have lots of students, but you have only 27 parents and then I said, ‘it is 27 means 27, there is only one parent raised up, stand up means there is something to listen to’ [sic]. (Parent 3)
This also demonstrates a tension in notions and expectations of civility.  On the one hand, the parents indicatively adhere to the bounds of civility as set out by the somatic norm.  They, therefore, adhere to the ‘contract’ demarcating the spaces and the behaviours assigned to their gendered, classed and/or racialised position within that normalised contract (Puwar, 2001) with the weight and history of colonialism positioning them (Bourdieu, 1992; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  They articulate with civility a lack of challenge to the embodied somatic norm, for example, ‘they handled it well’ (Parent 2).  This apparent initial lack of challenge is a gesture of securing ‘a place at the table’, that is afforded the opportunity to continue the deliberation into a policy enactment that they verbalise as wishing to challenge.  What they are really saying is that in order to be allowed to stay at the table (Almeida, 2022), that is to have a chance of deliberating this, I, as an Other with less power, need to demonstrate I still recognise my place in this relationship and who has the power (Puwar, 2021).  However, then contradictory to this the spokes-parent presents a petition, a counter challenge (Edyvane, 2020) which says ‘but I want to discuss this’ and thus crossed the bounds of civility as determined by the somatic norm and demonstrates incivility. 
What this discussion is not postulating is the converse of blind deference to the parent wishes, but if there had been the opportunity for authentic deliberation within the polity, whereby both parties engaged and mutual justification was secured, greater understanding of whatever the outcome was would have been achieved.  What has occurred, it can be inferred, is a form of deliberation in the wider public space.  The resultant petition is the outcome of everyday conversations, whereby a group of parents from the community have come to a mutual understanding of the attendance issue which directly relates to them.  Marques and Maia (2010: 613) call this ‘an argumentative density’, which may or may not be based on fact, but opinion.  The conversations on the fringes of policy enactment are important to develop politicisation required for democracy and foreground the arguments which form the basis of the formal deliberation that the parents of the Forum wish.  There is the potential for the argument developed through everyday talk to be flawed and misunderstood (Marques and Maia, 2010), such as in the case of the parents’ interpretations of what was statutory and what was in the gift of the Academy relating to the attendance policy and the legal requirements of attendance.  However, what it can produce is a spokesperson, such as the parent with the petition, with the collective public (or community) opinion and perception that they can ‘handle political issues’ (Marques and Maia, 2010: 630), amongst other democratically-socialising effects (Rollo, 2017).  Furthermore, this power over that is exercised by the Academy leadership and LGB has coalesced those parents in the community and the Parent Forum in what Hendriks (2009) cites as an oppositional stance against the Academy policy. 
 
Democratic decision-making differs from non-democratic decision-making in the tracking of the interests of those affected by the decisions; Dryzek (2017), constructs this as inclusivity.  However, Erman (2012) argues there is reason to support the view that democratic decision-making should take into consideration an alternative perspective contending those subjected to the decisions as those identified as the most to lose are those who should be afforded most power.  In the case of City Academy, the risk of a change in attendance policy, which is in its remit, could elicit a decline in the Academy attendance percentage; a KPI in the marketisation of schools and academies, a technology of NPM.  City Academy once had the lowest attendance rate in the city and now has the best, which is highly marketable and therefore, elevates it to ‘not ordinary’ (Maguire et al., 2011) and provides academy and brand protection for the CAAT and the Co-op Group. 
 
Conclusion   
The focus on the CAAT and City Academy for an exploration of democracy in relation to parents and their engagement with democratic decision-making was predicated on the  requirement of adherence by the CAAT of all their academies to the International Cooperative Alliance’s (ICA) co-operative values.  Significantly, democracy is prominent in both the values of co-operativism and the operationalising of co-operatives (ICA, 2023).  The CAAT and City Academy as a prescribed, values-based governance organisation, structurally, have the potential to operationalise as a deliberative democratic organisation.  This, however, has fallen short concerning the operationalising democracy (Hetherington and Forrester, 2023) in response to government policy, and overcoming the tension that Hardin (2014) articulated, which has squeezed the role of parents and the ‘local’ with practices of illusionary democracy, as well as civilising and silencing anti-democratic practices.   
In the empowered space, parent governors are not representative of those they are elected to represent, presenting a lack of legitimacy, as does their active recruitment by the Principal.  Parent representatives report inclusivity, authenticity and consequentiality, but also recognise the role of engineered consent expertly crafted by City Academy’s leadership.  The parent representatives' perception of their democratic agency is based on professional expertise, perfecting the technologies of rational self-management, fluency in legitimate language and highly skilled adherence to hierarchical and somatic integrative norms. The visioning day was a missed opportunity; this had the potential, one of many, to embrace a micro-deliberative event as part of a system of deliberative democracy.  However, instead, it represented a democratic failure, at worst, by excluding from decision-making and direction-setting those individuals who are directly subject to those determinants and locally invested in their enactment.  Significantly, democracy in the empowered space is illusionary; a choreography of events designed to give the appearance of democracy in action. 
In the public space, parents also felt they had inclusivity, authenticity and consequentiality, but on further exploration, as their democratic agency was limited to operational aspects of decision-making, they did not have authenticity nor consequentiality in relation to policy concerns.  This was underscored by a concurrent lack of legitimate representation in the empowered space to deliberate policy on their behalf.  Therefore, the parents in the public space had no democratic agency.  Furthermore, the parents presenting at the Parent Forum, the public space, experience both civilising and silencing behaviours towards them.  The embodied somatic norm establishes a system of norms relating to structural, agentic, moral and political expectations of civil behaviour, or a ‘civilising’ process, reinforcing their power and positionality.  Ultimately, civilising and establishing the bounds of civility in relation to the somatic norm renders the activities in the public space as having gendered, raced and racialised; it is exclusionary in democratic terms.  Furthermore, parents are ‘silenced’ when not conforming to legitimate or rational speech patterns and prohibited from further deliberation. 
Tensions do arise when navigating the bounds of civility. When wanting to deliberate policy, evidentiary dissent is exhibited. However, the lack of opportunity for mutual deliberation (Lafont, 2020) and a refusal to accept with blind deference a policy to which they were subject, resulted in seemingly contradictory acts of concurrent civility and incivility.  Civility to secure a place at the table, enabling the somatic norm to sense that those questioning recognised their ‘place’ in the power relationship, yet acts of incivility to pursue the policy deliberation indicated by a petition. 
What is not advocated here is blind deference to policy demands of those who are subject to policy enactments.  However, the revisioning of school governance to embrace a non-gendered, non-classed and non-racialised deliberative democratic system is.  One which secures democratic agency for all those invested in the school and subject to policy, a commitment to authentic deliberation and access to mutual justification when needed.
Finally, this research and other studies would benefit from a somatic analysis (Fetta, 2018), of the data to reveal the dominance or not of the somatic norm.  
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