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Abstract 
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AND POWER 
 

Jennifer Sloan Wampler: 
B.S., Appalachian State University 
M.SA., Appalachian State University 
Ed.S., Appalachian State University 
Ed.D., Appalachian State University 

 
 

Dissertation Committee Chairperson: Alecia Youngblood Jackson, Ph.D. 
 

 
This dissertation deconstructs the effects of power relations at play in the use of 

educational policy on the topic of social media use by K-12 educators. To this end, an 

exploration of how policy acts as discourse to produce knowledge, subjectivities and docile 

bodies of employees through the creation and use of instruments, such as new hire orientation 

and professional development training courses is completed. This research employs post 

qualitative inquiry and the process of thinking with theory as tools for deconstruction. Michel 

Foucault’s theories of discourse, power relations, subjectivity and resistance are primarily used 

for co-reading with various texts. This study shows that power produces the discourse of 

educator professionalism, which works to create subject positions, particular knowledge, and the 

need for instruments of disciplinary power such as policy, orientation programs and professional 

development training courses. Thus, the nature of power is revealed as productive, fluid and 



 

v	

 

relational. Further, this dissertation argues that policy creates binary oppositions that function as 

a “dividing practice” to separate employees from others and from themselves. Power is exercised 

through policy to produce the knowledge of these subject positions and compel employees to 

self-regulation. By thinking with theory, power relations are exposed and thereby open to more 

direct challenges. In this way, this research does not suggest a better alternative to policy, 

orientation or training programs or advocate for their death, instead it calls for different 

conversations around their use and purpose. Finally, this study shows that social media use by 

school employees enables the discourse of educator professionalism because it provides another 

setting to train employees in what is proper and professional. This analysis exposes how the 

discourse of social media has been particularly opposed to the foundational principles of the 

discourse of educator professionalism, thus causing social media to be designated as a problem, 

rather than the limitations of the discourse itself. One of the findings of this research is that 

policy cannot solve employee use of social media issues. Therefore, if policy cannot fix 

problems, then educational leaders must ask, “Is policy necessary?” This research argues for the 

use of thinking with theory as a necessary tool for analyzing complex educational issues in new, 

nontraditional ways.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

What do pole dancing, TikTok, Black Lives Matter, President Trump and “dope” all have 

in common? They are all recent examples of how the use of social media by school employees 

can result in unemployment (LeBlanc, 2021; Postel, 2021; Schwartz, 2018; Spigolon, 2020; 

Weir, 2020). These examples involve situations where school employees posted pictures or 

comments on their personal social media sites that were considered lewd, profane, racist or 

inappropriate, which subsequently led to their termination. In one case, a veteran teacher posted 

a TikTok video of himself “drinking a beer, cursing and joking that it was before school and he 

needed the alcohol because of the ‘idiots’ he worked with” (Postel, 2021). In another instance, a 

teacher posted videos of herself in her afterschool job as a “pole-dancing fitness instructor” 

(Schwartz, 2018), while in another case, a principal posted comments that were considered 

racially insensitive and negative towards the Black Lives Matter movement (Weir, 2020). In 

each example, school system officials found the posts by school employees to be “contrary to the 

values” of the school district (Weir, 2020). Loss of employment due to comments and photos on 

social media is not exclusive to school employees. In fact, job terminations stemming from social 

media posts are so common that the phrase “Facebook fired” has been coined (O’Connor & 

Schmidt, 2015, p. 1). Yet, the standard for appropriate social media use is much higher for 

school employees because of their status as public figures.  

I am interested in the use of social media by public school employees and related policy 

primarily due to my work, over the past eight years, as an administrator at the district office level 

in human resources. Social media use by school employees has grown exponentially and become 

“problematic” during my time in human resources. It is one of the most common reasons for 

employees to resign or be dismissed. According to a 2018 survey by Career Builder, “34% of 
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companies saw something on the internet that made them reprimand or fire an employee” 

(Hayes, 2018). In addition, over the past three years the school district in which I work has been 

involved in policy manual revisions. In this process, I have led our school board in reviewing 

every policy in our old manual and every new policy offered as a model policy by the North 

Carolina School Board Association (NCSBA). I worked directly with our local board, NCSBA, 

and the school board’s attorney in this process. As a result, I began to view policy differently. 

Specifically, I began to see policy itself as problematic (not just the topics, such as social media) 

because of the ways in which policy works silently to label, surveil, confine and separate.  

Current Status of the Problem 

Employee use of social media has been considered a problem in education for the past 

few years. For instance, social media use by school employees has made the Personnel 

Administrators of North Carolina conference agenda at least once every year since 2015. A quick 

Google search will yield thousands of articles, both scholarly and otherwise, on the use of social 

media by educators. These articles typically fall into two categories: either employee misuse of 

social media or a school’s appropriate use of social media for marketing and communication 

purposes. In other words, employee use of social media in K-12 education can be described in 

binary oppositional terms. It is either good or bad. It is good if it promotes and enhances a school 

system’s reputation, and it is bad if it diminishes or is likely to tarnish it. A binary opposition is a 

pair of terms that are viewed as “mutually exclusive” opposites (Klages, 2012, p. 10). In binary 

oppositions, the first term is privileged as normal, and the second term is othered. Derrida argued 

that binary oppositions are a “fundamental structure of Western philosophy and culture” because 

they represent the “basic ‘unit’ of our thought” (Klages, 2012, p. 9-10). Binary oppositions 

populate the literature on the topic of social media use by school employees. The most common 
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binary oppositions in the literature related to social media use by school employees are: 

legal/illegal (O'Connor & Schmidt, 2015); smart side/dark-side (Holland et al., 2016); 

right/wrong (O’Donovan, 2012); appropriate/inappropriate (Magid & Gallagher, 2015; 

O’Connor & Schmidt, 2015); and the most prevalent: use/misuse (Bon et al., 2013; Rayl, 2017; 

Sturgeon, 2019). Binaries are important to analyze because they can make a problem visible. For 

example, O’Connor and Schmidt (2015) ask: “Where is the line between appropriate and 

inappropriate social media interactions” for school employees? (p. 8). Because each term of a 

binary is mutually exclusive, then a line separates the terms. Thus, the problem is the term that is 

on the “wrong” side of the binary—or, opposite to the privileged term. In other words, the 

problem that is indicated by O’Connor and Schmidt’s question is whatever is deemed 

inappropriate because “appropriate” is privileged, is normed, and is accepted.  

While various binary oppositions exist on the topic of social media use by school 

employees, a comprehensive binary of proper/improper emerges. In this way, the overarching 

question of “What happens when a line is drawn between what is proper and improper for an 

educator to say or show or do on social media?” surfaces. This question opens up a site for 

deconstructing binary oppositions in the use of social media by school employees, which is one 

of the main purposes of my study.  

In education, when a problem arises, the solution is to “fix” the problem through the 

creation of a policy. Policy manuals are a standard practice for K-12 educational institutions. The 

purpose of manuals is to define and clarify what is proper and improper for stakeholders on a 

host of topics. In other words, a policy answers the question “where is the line?” on a topic. 

Policies are typically general in nature because they cover a wide range of activities and 

practices, and one section of a policy manual is usually devoted to personnel expectations and 
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guidelines. For example, in North Carolina, there is a Code of Ethics and Standards of Conduct 

policy that applies to all school employees (certified and classified) and oversees the general 

conduct and behavior of employees (inside and outside of school). However, employee use of 

social media has garnered its own policy, which further substantiates its designation as a problem 

in education. Moreover, in response to social media’s rapid popularity, a policy was swiftly 

created. Specifically, Facebook opened to the public in 2004. By December of 2011, Facebook 

had 845 million users, and the NC School Board Association had drafted a model policy for 

school districts entitled “Employee Use of Social Media” (Yahoo News, 2013). This policy 

limits employees' use of social media to personal time and requires all use to be professional. 

Despite these limits and restrictions, this policy was not controversial when adopted in April 

2020 by my district. In fact, though it was publicly presented at two school board meetings, there 

was little to no discussion about the new policy. I think there are a few reasons for the relative 

disinterest and silence related to this policy. 

First, teachers and school level staff typically consider policies boring documents that 

reside in the background of their work. Like Skidmore (2020), many educators think, “When I 

hear the word ‘policy,’ a little part of me dies” (p. 1). Since policies are regularly passed down 

from the state and federal governments, there is a tendency to ignore them or accept them as the 

“way things are done” in education. Thus, they become normalized by those in the community 

who are also the intended targets of the policy. This normalization makes it easy for policies to 

be overlooked and developed in silence. Furthermore, due to this normalization process, policies 

tend to take on a status of permanence in education. For example, prior to my inquiry on this 

topic, I had not considered that education policy was invented. In actuality, school board policies 

did not become common practice until the late 1950s and early 1960s. In 1922, Deffenbaugh and 
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the Department of the Interior put out a bulletin entitled “Administration of Schools in the 

Smaller Cities.” One third of this 1922 bulletin is devoted to the working of school boards, yet it 

does not mention the need, use or creation of education policy even once. Whereas in 1959, a 

bulletin was published by the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare entitled 

“Characteristics of Local School Board Policy Manuals.” In this bulletin, White (1959) writes, 

“The development of written statements of policy by boards of education is a relatively new 

movement. References to written policies in the literature of several decades ago are practically 

nonexistent” (p. 1). In actuality, the use of policy has become a common and popular strategy for 

school boards in my lifetime. Yet its normalization as a “best practice” has become so strong and 

pervasive that it seems it has been used forever and has become common sense. 

A second possible reason for disinterest in this policy is that while a policy on use of 

social media by school employees is new, the idea that school employees must act ethically and 

professionally, even outside the job, is a well established norm. As Pajares (2008) wrote in his 

book, The Ones We Remember: Scholars Reflect on Teachers Who Made a Difference: 

Many of us have been deeply influenced by one or more teachers who have exercised a 

formative effect in our development as students and individuals. We remember these 

teachers with fondness, tell their stories to our own children, think of them with affection, 

respect, gratitude, even reverence. (p. ix) 

Pajares’ book is over 200 pages long, sharing more than 20 stories of excellent educators who 

are revered. However, most of us do not need to read Pajares’ book to learn about excellent 

educators because we know one or more from our own experiences in school. Our memories of 

these favorite teachers become the ethical standard in our minds of professionalism for all 

educators. As Weedon (1997) explains, “No individual ever approaches a discourse unaffected 
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by the memory of previous discursive interpellations” (p. 98). In other words, our memories are 

internalized and become what is real and true. Therefore, we approach the discourse of 

professionalism and public education affected by our experiences. Because our experiences 

traditionally support professional expectations and reverence for educators, then a policy 

endorsing ethical and moral behavior is not surprising or concerning. In this way, the idea of a 

public school employee as a professional figure has been normalized, so that policies related to 

any professional standard are common sense, which allows this type of policy to work in silence 

without active resistance from educators. 

Third, policies relating to professional conduct are common in many educational 

institutions. For example, even elementary schools have codes of conduct for students, as do 

universities. Therefore, it makes sense that in 1998 the NC State Board of Education created a 

code of ethics for the purpose of defining standards of professional conduct for educators. Our 

local code of ethics states: “This policy applies at all times and locations where the employee’s 

conduct might reflect poorly on the school, the school system, the employee’s status as a role 

model for students'' (Cleveland County Schools, 2020c). In other words, for at least the past two 

decades, public school educators have accepted their subjection as a professional in categorizing 

all areas of their life as public. Again, the idea of a public school employee as a professional 

person has been so normalized that policies related to professionalism are able to work in silence 

without active resistance from educators.  

The historian and philosopher Michel Foucault (1990/1978) writes, “Silence and secrecy 

are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions'' (p. 101). This means policy is not power. 

Instead, policy is a strategy and instrument employed through power relations because policy 

acts as a shelter by working to ensure silence and secrecy. This process also explains how policy 
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becomes “common sense” and normalized. Furthermore, power is productive by using policy as 

a “dividing practice” to divide others by way of a binary opposition (Foucault, 1982, p. 777). 

Specifically, policy sets up not only what is proper/improper, but who is proper/improper. In this 

way, power produces even as it prohibits. Through a Foucauldian analysis of discourse, power 

relations can be exposed and disturbed; thus, in this dissertation, I conduct post qualitative 

inquiry, which relies on poststructural theories, to unmask and deconstruct the power relations 

and discursive practices at play in a public school policy on employee use of social media.  

Rationale for and Purpose of My Study 

In my role in human resources, I have dealt with multiple incidents involving employees' 

use of social media. During COVID-19, issues and complaints related to the use of social media 

by school employees increased due to the controversial and political nature of wearing masks, 

vaccines and moving from remote to in-person learning. At the same time these issues were 

consuming my professional work hours, I was also learning about post qualitative inquiry, which 

I was not interested in at first because it occurs in an unknown, unpredictable, non-linear manner 

that seemed unable to produce valid, reliable results. As a chemistry major in my undergraduate 

work and someone who enjoys math and linearity, post qualitative inquiry seemed foreign and 

impossible. Yet, I could think of no useful, productive study on a social media use policy by way 

of traditional methodologies. My review of the literature found plenty of studies related to social 

media use/misuse, but these traditional studies ignored the role of policy and hinged on binary 

oppositions.  

At the same time I was considering social media policy, I began reading Foucault and 

other poststructural theories on the concept of discourse. As I read and thought, ideas began to 

emerge that would not allow me to shake post qualitative inquiry. I did not recognize that I had 
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started “thinking with theory” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2017) because I had not learned as Deleuze 

(1983) argues that “thought does not need a method” (p. 110). Instead, I felt confused and 

stumped on how to make my interest in social media policy fit into a fresh quantitative or 

qualitative study. I was pulled and interested in what was emerging as I read Foucault, especially 

on the topics of power relations and discourse. Discourse is represented by the language we 

speak and the ways we communicate, which includes policy. As Karen Barad (2003) succinctly 

writes: 

Discourse is not a synonym for language. Discourse does not refer to linguistic or 

signifying systems, grammars, speech acts, or conversations. To think of discourse as 

mere spoken or written words forming descriptive statements is to enact the mistake of 

representationalist thinking. Discourse is not what is said; it is that which constrains and 

enables what can be said. Discursive practices define what counts as meaningful 

statements. (p. 819) 

It is with this understanding of discourse that a deconstruction of educational issues and policy 

can occur. Specifically, policy can be analyzed not just by a review of the words on the page, but 

by considering how power relations produce what words are silenced and what words are 

privileged through revision. Further, the words of policy as discourse are not simply analyzed for 

linguistic meaning but as instruments of power in producing knowledge, truth and defining what 

is real.  

Policy acts as discourse because policy constrains and enables meaning. Further, policy 

revision is expected, predicted and prearranged. For example, the employee use of social media 

policy was first developed in December 2011 by the North Carolina School Board Association 

and has been revised six times since its inception. This is not unique to social media policy 
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because policy revision is a normative process—meaning that the revision process is an accepted 

and expected part of all policy development. It is accepted that school board members and 

district administrative leaders will be involved in and initiate the policy revision process based 

on actual or possible issues that come to their attention as means of strengthening the policy 

against improper behavior. Therefore, discourse theory is a useful and fascinating way to analyze 

policy because its reach extends beyond the present pages of policy back to the past ideations 

and forward to proposed drafts. Discourse theory and analysis moves away from questions of 

who created a policy to the deconstructive questions of how a policy works to produce 

knowledge, power relations, and subject positions.  

Throughout my dissertation, I reference and analyze Policy 7335: Employee Use of 

Social Media Policy for Cleveland County Schools. This policy was adopted by the Cleveland 

County Board of Education in April 2020. Prior to April 2020, social media use by school 

employees was governed by administrative guidelines, the code of conduct for employees and 

technology responsible use policies. Policy 7335 is based on the North Carolina School Board 

Association (NCSBA) current model policy, and at the end of this chapter, I include Policy 7335 

in its entirety. However, I have also noted in red the modifications that have been made since the 

NCSBA first issued the policy in 2011. These modifications are important because they represent 

the nature of power in policy as relational and responsive to employee resistance in the form of 

noncompliance. For example, one of the most obvious additions to the employee use of social 

media policy is the inclusion of definitions for school-controlled and personal social media; these 

definitions were added in response to employee arguments and questions regarding what makes 

social media platforms controlled by the school system. This addition works to separate and 

differentiate as a means of classification for disciplinary purposes. I explore the use of these 
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definitions and analyze their addition to the policy in my future analytical chapters. To put Policy 

7335 within a wider network of power relations, I also analyze how policy is presented in new 

hire orientation and professional development training courses, as well as how social media use 

is understood by employees through text messages and reporting.   

In my dissertation, I enacted post qualitative inquiry to deconstruct the use of educational 

policy for social media use by K-12 public school employees. For my inquiry, I engaged in 

thinking and writing with theory as a process (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012; St. Pierre, 2017), 

specifically focusing on Foucault’s writings related to power, knowledge, subjectivities, 

discourse and pleasure. I also relied on secondary sources that examine and critique these 

Foucauldian concepts. The purpose of my study is to deconstruct the effects of power relations at 

play among policy and social media use by professional educators. The following analytic 

questions will guide my inquiry: 

1. What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by 

school employees? 

2. How does policy on employee use of social media function to both maintain and produce 

power relations, discourse, and knowledge?  

3. How does the use of social media by school employees enable and resist the discourse of 

educator professionalism?  

4. What happens when social media use is more pleasurable than professionalism?    

Significance of the Problem: Summary of Argument and Claims 

In my review of the current literature on employee use of social media and related school 

board policies, I found the majority of research was conducted using a case study methodology. 

The case studies were primarily focused on cases of misuse or unprofessional conduct by school 



 

	

11 

employees or on cases related to balancing free speech rights of educators with the compelling 

interest of schools in holding the public trust. The purpose of the current literature can be boiled 

down to three themes: (1) to define and clarify what makes employee use of social media misuse 

or protected speech (McNee, 2013; O’Connor & Schmidt, 2015; Vasek & Hendricks, 2016), (2) 

to warn educational stakeholders on the dangers of social media use (Magid & Gallagher, 2015; 

Russo, 2015; Will, 2020), (3) to counsel school districts in developing better, stronger and more 

legally robust policies that will limit loopholes when disciplinary action is needed (Bon et al., 

2013; O’Donovan, 2012).  

I found the literature related to the use of social media by school employees is 

overwhelmingly focused on the misuse and misconduct by educators that has led to termination. 

The goal of this literature is to define what is appropriate and inappropriate use of social media 

so that future misuse can be lessened, especially for the benefit of schools. In addition, the most 

common idea expressed in the literature is to warn and encourage educators to “think first” 

(Connors, 2015, p.1) before posting. In other words, educators should weigh the consequences of 

their actions before engaging in action. Another frequent recommendation in the literature is to 

consider your mother before posting. As O’Donovan (2012) writes, “If you’re not sure, show 

your Facebook page to your mom. If she’s got any concerns or problems, then so do you” (p. 

36). In this way, your “mother” represents accepted norms and conservative values which will 

protect you from unwanted consequences. The warning is deep because it goes beyond just 

warning about employment status, but also about reputation and love. Finally, school districts are 

advised to be proactive by creating policies and providing training for employees in appropriate 

use. The subtitle of one article is “a lesson in doing the right thing,” and in the article writes 
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“school leaders must take action” (O’Donovan, 2012, p. 34). The “right thing” is to create 

policies that require and encourage conformity to normative standards of professionalism.  

The purpose of my research is not to judge the merit or correctness of these studies. 

Instead, it is to ask different questions that have been overlooked by the plethora of social media 

studies focusing on misuse, misconduct and better policies. My research has allowed questions 

like “what happens when the policy is the “right thing” for school districts to do? What happens 

when “binary branding” occurs in policy? (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 199). Binaries not only brand 

educators, but they also produce resistance, which leads to the question of “where is resistance?” 

For example, in the work of Bon et al. (2013), “Social Media Use-and Misuse-by Teachers: 

Looking to the Courts for Human Resource Policy Guidance,” the phrase “in response” is used 

eleven times. For example, they write, “in response to the human resources challenges 

accompanying the online and technology-rich environment in education and society” and “in 

response to social media misuse by teachers” (Bon et al., 2013, p. 194). As seen in the two 

examples, “in response” is an indication of resistance to the binary – a binary that is at play in the 

title of the article as use/misuse. If there were no resistance to the binary, then there would be no 

need for a response. Further, Bon et al. write, “The most impactful response, though, has been at 

the local level through school board policy” (p. 205). Policy is not power, but policy is an 

indication that power is at work and is producing resistance. Policy is an instrument and strategy 

of power. Therefore, the goal of my research has been to explore the power relations at work 

around the employee use of social media policy. 

Further, my research is significant on this topic because I found no research or literature 

where post qualitative inquiry or even poststructural theories were used to look at the topic of 

social media policy. The focus of the existing literature has been exclusively to meet traditional 
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research goals of understanding, defining and ultimately strengthening the normative conditions 

that produce binary oppositions. My research is an attempt at “thinking differently” by 

deconstructing and exposing the power relations at work in policy around employee use of social 

media. The goal of my research and analysis has not been for the purpose of judging or 

determining whether school policies are good or bad. Instead, it has been to disrupt and 

dismantle binaries produced by power and to expose the dominant discourse and power relations 

that are alive and active around my topic. 

Organization of the Dissertation 
 

In this chapter, I explain the problem and the purpose of my inquiry. Then, in Chapter 2, I 

describe the theories I will use in my analysis, with specific attention to the Foucauldian theories 

of power/knowledge and discourse. In Chapter 3, I argue for post qualitative inquiry and thinking 

with theory as a useful methodological framework for analysis of the topic of educational policy 

related to employee use of social media. In Chapter 4, I show how methodology and theory work 

together, I provide a “thinking with theory” analysis of the literature from a poststructural lens, 

related to the discourse of educator professionalism. In Chapter 5, I deconstruct how policy is 

used as an instrument of power in events such as new hire orientation to produce docile bodies of 

school employees around the topic of social media use. In Chapter 6, I expose how policy acts as 

discourse to produce professional development courses and then deconstruct the power relations 

at work in the training course. Finally, in Chapter 7, I explain the significance and implications 

of my study. 
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Policy 7335: Employee Use of Social Media Policy 

I have included Policy 7335: Employee Use of Social Media Policy in full at this point to 

assist the reader. Specifically, the reader may find it helpful to read the full policy prior to 

reading my analysis or may prefer to refer back to the policy during the reading as needed.  
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Figure 1 

Employee Use of Social Media – Policy 7335 
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Chapter 2: Discourse Theory: A Substantive Theoretical Framework for Inquiry on Social 

Media Policy and School Employees 

In Chapter 1, I described the use of social media by public school employees as a 

significant educational issue. The popularity of social media both within and outside the school 

building, coupled with the massive audience it invites, make it a powerful tool. The use of social 

media by school employees has become so significant that school systems have developed 

policies, guidelines and mandatory training to define, monitor and even prohibit it. In this way, 

educational policies and professional development are indicators of perceived problems in 

education. As Bacchi (2016) explains, “What we propose to do about something indicates what 

we think needs to change and hence what we think is problematic” (p. 8). In this chapter, I share 

the theoretical concepts and theories I use to analyze policy and employee training as what we 

propose to do because the problem of social media use by school employees exists. Specifically, 

in this chapter, I provide a summary of the following poststructural concepts: discourse, 

power/knowledge, subjectivity and resistance. I use these concepts throughout my dissertation as 

a framework for deconstructing the educational issue of social media use by employees.  

For poststructuralists, an analysis of discourse requires moving beyond language. 

Foucault (1972) described discourses as “practices that systematically form the objects of which 

they speak; they do not identify objects, they constitute them and in the practice of doing so 

conceal their own invention” (p. 149). By this, Foucault meant that language is not the key to 

understanding discourse, but instead, it is the practices that are the lynchpin. The practices not 

only form the “objects of which they speak,” but also work to disguise their movements and 

conceal power. For poststructuralists, like Foucault, language and meaning are always unstable 

and always partial. Therefore, poststructuralists are focused on an analysis of discourse rather 
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than a linguistic analysis of language. This is an important feature of discourse that helps to 

explain the nature of power. 

As noted, discourse is commonly understood as the language we speak and the ways we 

communicate. However, discourse is more than just words and utterances. Discourse 

encompasses our beliefs about knowledge, power relations and what we identify as “the real” 

(Bacchi, 2016, p. 8). Discourse includes all the rules we know and observe that identify what is 

true, normal, acceptable and proper, as well as what is unacceptable and improper, in our 

everyday lives. In this way, discourse is productive and constraining through the creation of 

norms and knowledge. Discourse theory is a way of analyzing “the real” by looking at the 

production of power relations, language and knowledge structures in the culture and history 

where they reside. Throughout this dissertation, I will discuss the discourse of educator 

professionalism, which encompasses all the written and unwritten rules defining ethical behavior 

for educators in their use of social media and which privileges compliance with policy as a 

hallmark of a positive role model for students. 

This chapter will focus on the foundations of discourse theory with attention primarily on 

the work of Michel Foucault. For Foucault, discourse is not static and stable, but is flowing and 

evolving due to resistance and entanglement with power. As Foucault (1990/1978) describes, 

“Discourse transmits and produces power, it reinforces it, but it also undermines and exposes it, 

renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” (p. 101). In other words, discourses are 

complex and tightly bound, yet their boundness makes them susceptible to loosening and 

breakage. As a result, discourse theory is a useful and fascinating way to analyze educational 

policy because its reach extends beyond the present text of a policy back to the past and forward 

beyond the present to the “not yet” (St. Pierre, 2019b, p. 4). Discourse theory allows significant 
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issues, such as employee use of social media, to be understood by moving beyond simply how a 

policy originated to how a policy works to produce knowledge and power relations. Discourse 

theory does not ask where power is located in a policy, but instead asks “What happens?” 

because power is produced (Foucault, 1982, p. 786). Therefore, questions like “What happens 

when a school district creates and implements an employee use of social media policy?” can be 

deeply explored and analyzed. For my dissertation, I will consider “what happens” as I analyze 

the following research question: What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and 

social media use by school employees? These explorations will expose and deconstruct the 

dominant, normative discourses in motion. 

Discourse  

Discourse theory has its origins in the late 1960s and early 1970s in France. Its 

beginnings are tied to post-structuralist thought by way of structuralism with its anti-humanist 

ideas. One of the important, overlapping tenets of structuralism and poststructuralism is a 

rejection of humanism. This stance has important implications for discourse theory. It is 

important to understand that posthumanism or anti-humanism ideas are not against humans. 

Instead, it is best to think of these paradigms as challenging what is assumed by humanism, 

which privileges human actions and thoughts. As Keeling and Lehman (2018) explain, “Whereas 

a humanist perspective frequently assumes the human is autonomous, conscious, intentional, and 

exceptional in acts of change, a posthumanist perspective assumes agency is distributed through 

dynamic forces of which the human participates but does not completely intend or control” (p. 

1). In terms of discourse, this means that humans are not always in control of what they say or 

what they think. Furthermore, due to established norms, humans are limited in what they are 

even able to say or think. In relation to policy and social media use by school employees, this 
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means that the discourse of educator professionalism limits what can be said and thought in 

terms of appropriate social media use and policy. This does not mean that people are unimportant 

to educational inquiry or discourse analysis, but instead, that their words and thoughts are 

grounds for deconstruction because they are influenced by various, external forces, like power 

and cultural norms. Discourses are the socially constructed, common sense rules we follow 

without wondering why we follow them or where they come from. As Karen Barad (2003) 

explains, “Discourse is not what is said; it is that which constrains and enables what can be said. 

Discursive practices define what counts as meaningful statements” (p. 819). According to 

Foucault (1994a), these common sense rules are “unexamined” because they are unconsciously 

followed and govern what we think is meaningful and how we act. In schools and educational 

institutions, policies have become some of the unexamined rules that we follow. 

It is with this understanding of discourse that I will conduct my analysis of social media 

policy and the discourse of educator professionalism. As mentioned previously, the words, 

actions and thoughts of educators are useful for analysis, but not as descriptors or interpreters of 

meaning and truth. Instead, it is through an analysis of what is sanctioned (and conversely 

unsanctioned) as meaningful words, actions and thoughts that opens up and uncovers power 

relations at play. In this way, what counts as knowledge and truth are revealed beyond what is 

obvious and conscious into what Foucault describes as “the domain of subconscious knowledge” 

(Ball, 2015, p. 311). In schools and educational institutions, policy is the written document that 

divulges and conceals the discourses in place. 

By problematizing policy, which represents what is common sense and acceptable, I can 

reveal the forces at work and challenge what is assumed and allowed. This type of deep, post-

structural analysis of discourse reveals as Ball (2015) writes, “We do not speak discourses, 
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discourses speak us” (p. 311). In other words, what we say and how we live is a result of the 

discourses within which we live. We do not exist outside of discourse, but it is through discourse 

that we speak (both in words and actions). This can be seen in multiple ways regarding social 

media policy. First, the simple creation of social media policy by school boards evidences the 

reality of the discourse of educator professionalism. School boards are elected bodies that 

represent the community where they serve. The policies they create represent the discourses that 

are speaking in the community. Second, the reaction (or lack of reaction) by school employees 

reflects the discourse at play. For example, when a policy governing an employee's use of social 

media is presented to employees and they respond by nodding their heads in agreement and 

asking no questions, their silence speaks in support of the discourse. Further, when stories of the 

misuse of social media by school employees are heard and employees act surprised or disgusted 

by the misuse, then the discourse is speaking in their reactions. The discourse of educator 

professionalism expects district surveillance and monitoring of social media, because the 

discourse is grounded in normative expectations of ethical actions by educators. As a result, 

employees willingly accept or agree with the implementation of a social media policy because it 

aligns with the current discourse.  

Genealogy and Deconstruction 

Foucault was interested in uncovering and disturbing what made discourse possible, and 

he called this study of discourse a genealogy. Foucault (1980) wrote, “Let us give the term 

genealogy to the union of erudite knowledge and local memories which allows us to establish a 

historical knowledge of struggles and to make use of this knowledge tactically today” (p. 83). In 

other words, Foucault problematized history through the lens of struggles and knowledge to 

expose the working of discourse. On this topic, Foucault went on to write, “a genealogy should 
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be seen as a kind of attempt to emancipate historical knowledges from that subjection, to render 

them, that is capable of opposition and of struggle against the coercion of a theoretical, unitary, 

formal and scientific discourse” (p. 85). Foucault’s goal was not to create a historical narrative 

that could be trusted to answer our questions, but to use history as a tool to uncover how 

discourses are fabricated, altered and work to sculpt our daily life (Ball, 2015). Throughout my 

analytic chapters, I will consider historical ideas and documents connected to the creation of 

educational policy and related to social media. I will use the documents as a tool to answer my 

research questions by uncovering how the discourse of educator professionalism has been 

fabricated, altered and used to form the daily lives of educators.  

Historical knowledge is emancipated by troubling it and deconstructing what has been 

considered finished, fixed and in the past. Deconstruction in this way is not for the purpose of 

rebuilding, but for use in a Derridean reading of discourse for what is lost or overlooked. As 

Caputo explains from his interview with Derrida: 

For Derrida, a deconstructive reading is exceedingly close, fine-grained, meticulous, 

scholarly, serious, and, above all, “responsible,” both in the sense of being able to give an 

account of itself in scholarly terms and in the sense of “responding” to something in the 

text that tends to drop out of view. (Derrida & Caputo, 1997, p. 77) 

In other words, the purpose is to expose what has dropped out of view and been lost. As Caputo 

expresses, this is not an easy task. It is a responsible reading that looks beyond the obvious, 

beyond the surface level and considers the power relations and knowledge produced. In my 

dissertation, I give an account of the responsible, deconstructive reading I have done by 

describing what has been lost and overlooked in terms of educational policy related to social 

media use. I also respond to the forces and practices that have enabled the governing of 
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individuals and people. Genealogy, as a deconstructive practice, is not a mapping of the past to 

stake out truth and accuracy, but as fertile soil for digging, disrupting and questioning. As 

Garland (2014) explains, the purpose of Foucault’s genealogy: 

is to trace the erratic and discontinuous process whereby the past became the present: an 

often aleatory path of descent and emergence that suggests the contingency of the present 

and the openness of the future. Genealogy is, in that sense, ‘‘effective history’’ because 

its intent is to problematize the present by revealing the power relations upon which it 

depends and the contingent processes that have brought it into being. (p. 372) 

Therefore, a genealogy of social media policy in schools will consider and problematize the use 

of educational policy in terms of the power relations that have been at play in educational history 

and the normative processes that are in place as a result of those relations. In the chapters of this 

dissertation, I will analyze the development of social media policy as being erratic and 

discontinuous. At the inception of social media, no separate, distinct policy was developed. 

Instead, social media use was governed under the general policies related to technology use and 

code of conduct. Yet, as social media use by school employees grew in popularity and ease, the 

lines between personal and professional use were blurred and resistance to the general policies in 

the area of social media use occurred. Therefore, resistance provoked a stand-alone policy. 

Furthermore, revisions to policy are always unpredictable and erratic, because revisions are 

reactionary and responsive to resistance within the power relations.  

Key Assumptions of Discourse Theory 

Foucault’s theory of discourse and use of genealogies encompasses key ideas that are 

rooted in his work and concepts of power, knowledge, subjectivity and resistance. Throughout 

my dissertation, I will think with Foucauldian discourse theory for my analysis. Therefore, it is 
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important to look at the key assumptions and ideas because they directly relate to my research 

questions: What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by 

school employees? How does policy on employee use of social media function to both maintain 

and produce power relations, discourse, and knowledge?  

Power/Knowledge 

For Foucault, power and knowledge are always connected and inseparable. Power 

produces knowledge, and knowledge is bound to power relations. On this topic, Foucault 

(1995/1977) writes: 

We should admit rather that power produces knowledge (and not simply by encouraging 

it because it serves power or by applying it because it is useful); that power and 

knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the 

correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not 

presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations. (p. 27) 

In other words, power is exercised through the production of knowledge and knowledge exists 

because power relations are at work. By producing knowledge, power puts into discourse what is 

acceptable and good. As a result, when analyzing power, the question is not about who is in 

power, but how power is produced and what happens as an effect. Power is not possessed by a 

person, but is exercised and “only exists in action” (Foucault, 1980, p. 89). In other words, power 

is not inherently tied to a position or document, but exists as it is exercised in the everyday 

practices of people. For example, in education, power produces knowledge through multiple 

strategies and techniques, such as policy, curriculum standards and evaluation processes.  

Power is active when producing knowledge and reality, which precedes and sanctions 

judgement and classification. As Foucault (1995/1977) explains: 
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We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it 

‘excludes,’ it ‘represses,’ it ‘censors,’ it ‘abstracts,’ it ‘masks,’ it ‘conceals.’ In fact, 

power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. 

The individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production. 

(p. 194) 

It is through the production of these positive factors that power is welcomed. As Foucault (1980) 

explains, “What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it 

doesn't only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it 

induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse” (p. 199). For educators, through the 

discourse of educator professionalism, power produces a position of respect in the community. 

Power produces this position through the development of knowledge, norms and discourse. This 

status of respect can be easily verified by considering, for example, media portrayals of 

educators. Verifying that educators are respected is uncomplicated because it is a mainstream 

idea at the heart of the discourse of educator professionalism. For example, in October of 2016, 

President Barack Obama made the following comments about teachers in a speech at a high 

school in Washington, D.C.: 

We know that nothing is more important than a great teacher….we have focused on 

preparing and developing and supporting and rewarding excellent educators. You all 

know how hard they work. They stay up late grading your assignments.  That's why you 

got all those marks all over your papers. They pull sometimes money out of their own 

pockets to make that lesson extra special. And I promise you, the teachers here and the 

teachers around the country, they’re not doing it for the pay—because teachers, 

unfortunately, still aren't paid as much as they should be. They’re not doing it for the 
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glory. They’re doing it because they love you, and they believe in you, and they want to 

help you succeed. 

President Obama’s speech represents the power of the discourse of educator professionalism. 

The power of the discourse is in the knowledge it produces and the reality it forms. One example 

of the knowledge produced is the truth that educators are selfless and caring; thus, they stay up 

late, use their personal money to make lessons special, are willing to be underpaid and do not 

seek glory. These comments evidence the power of the discourse of educator professionalism 

because they are voiced as reality by the president. More importantly, regardless of political 

party, there would be little to no disagreement with President Obama’s comments because the 

discourse of educator professionalism is conventional and represents common sense ideas about 

educators for all Americans. As a result, a speech commending educators is not exclusive to 

President Obama. Similar speeches have been regularly made by politicians, celebrities, high-

profile business owners and other leaders because this discourse and knowledge related to 

educators is historical and enjoys social recognition. As Weedon (1997) explains, “Social 

recognition of their truth is the strategic position which most discourses, and the interests which 

they represent aspire. To achieve the status of truth they have to discredit all alternative and 

oppositional versions of meaning and become common sense” (p. 127). In this way, power is at 

work because the discourses of education have achieved a status of truth. Power has produced 

knowledge about education, particularly related to the subject position of an educator. Because 

this knowledge is socially constructed and recognized as common sense, it is able to discredit 

other descriptions of educators. As a result, when an educator is in the news for behaving 

inappropriately, it is the individual who is the problem, not the profession. As Foucault (1980) 

explains, “We are subjected to the production of truth through power and we cannot exercise 
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power except through the production of truth” (p. 93). Throughout my dissertation, I come back 

to the fundamental connection of power and knowledge to analyze how power is maintained and 

how power relations, discourse and knowledge are produced. 

Additionally, for Foucault, power is fluid and in flux. In other words, there are no 

permanently powerful positions and no permanently powerless positions or people. On the 

contrary, power is “mobile, reversible, and unstable” (Foucault, 1994a, p. 292). For example, for 

the educator, power is available in their respected position as an educator, not because of the 

position, but because of the knowledge and discourse that makes a particular version of the 

position acceptable. As a respected person, an educator can subject others, such as students and 

parents, to rules and processes. However, the position of respect also subjects the educator to act 

in respectful ways. Students and parents may be subject to the teacher’s processes, but they also 

subject the teacher by expecting and judging the teacher’s actions to the standard of respect. 

Therefore, power is at work in the knowledge it produces (respect for an educator) and the 

subjection it produces for both the educator and non-educator. As Weedon (1997) writes, “Power 

is exercised within discourses in the ways in which they constitute and govern individual 

subjects” (p. 110). Thus, power is not exercised solely from one position or in one direction. It 

governs all because knowledge and discourse subject everyone. For educators, the pleasurable 

status of a respected educator requires compliance to the knowledge and expectations at the core 

of the discourse of educator professionalism. 

The power relations involved in discourse include “an important element: freedom,” and 

are not employed solely through physical force, but are exerted “only over free subjects” 

(Foucault, 1982, p. 790). This means that an educator has various ways she can behave; she is 

free to choose. In terms of social media policy, an employee is free to use social media in a wide 
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variety of ways, as long as the employee uses social media to engage in activities that the school 

system defines as appropriate. Freedom does not imply that all actions are available to 

employees. If an employee acts beyond what is designated acceptable and proper, then the 

employee risks not being respected or recognized as a professional by the discourse. In this way, 

there is a relation between power and freedom. As Foucault (1994a) explains: 

If one were completely at the other’s disposal and became his thing, an object on which 

he could wreak boundless and limitless violence, there wouldn't be any relations of 

power. Thus, in order for power relations to come into play, there must be at least a 

certain degree of freedom on both sides. (p. 292) 

Because power relations exist, then how power functions in discourse can be analyzed. For 

example, if employees are free to choose how they use social media, then how is power deployed 

to coerce employees to comply? The answer is that power works through policy to make 

compliance desirable. In Chapter 4, I will analyze how compliance is made desirable so that 

employees freely choose to obey. Foucault also describes the relationship of power and freedom 

using the term “combat,” which the translator of his work notes as: “The term would hence 

imply a physical contest in which the opponent develops a strategy of reaction and of mutual 

taunting, as in a wrestling match” (Foucault, 1982, p. 790). This is an excellent way to view the 

relation of power and freedom in school policy. Power works through policy to subject 

employees, but employees resist at some point, which requires policy to respond through a 

revision, and so on. In this way, there is mutual taunting and various strategies of power and 

resistance employed on both sides. It is the strategies and taunting that I analyze throughout my 

dissertation. Moreover, to fully understand how policy works to maintain and produce power 

relations, discourse, and knowledge, it is critical to consider Foucault’s view of subjectivity. 
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Subjects & Subjectivity 

Subjectivity is how people view themselves in their situation and in relation to others. 

Weedon (1997) describes subjectivity as “the conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions 

of the individual, her sense of herself, and her ways of understanding her relation to the world” 

(p. 32). In this way, subjectivity is both known and unknown, as well as expanding and shifting 

as we grow, learn and have different experiences. Discourse produces subjectivity by both 

allowing and limiting what one can see as possible. Foucault’s (1982) genealogical work with 

discourse was concerned with subjectivity and sought “to create a history of the different modes 

by which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects” (p. 777). Foucault identified the 

following modes: categorization as a science, creation of binary oppositions and human 

participation in subjection. In each of these modes, subjectivity is both deliberate and 

unintentional. Furthermore, in the context of my dissertation, these modes represent ways that 

policy related to employee’s use of social media functions to maintain and produce power 

relations, discourse, and knowledge.  

The first Foucauldian mode of objectification relates to the status of science, because 

science is identified with truth, accuracy and reliability. As a result, when something is deemed 

scientific, it naturally takes on a privileged status and a subject can be produced. For example, 

educational policy claims a scientific status by grounding itself in best practices, ethics and laws. 

School policy related to social media is specifically connected to the fields of professional ethics 

and cyberethics (Rebore, 2015). As a science, policy is an effective technique for subjugation. In 

social media policy, the subject positions of professional and personal are created through their 

frequent use in policy as contrasted terms. In this way, social media policy attempts to define and 

confine one’s subjectivity to the binary opposition of professional/personal, which is the second 
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Foucauldian mode. The binary opposition privileges professional over personal and defines what 

is outside professional and personal as unnatural or improper. In this way, the primary binary 

opposition of professional/personal opens up subjugation to an additional binary of 

proper/improper. For example, according to policy, any use of personal social media during 

professional hours is considered improper. The personal must be separated from the professional 

at all times to be proper. The identification of the proper/improper positions creates knowledge 

and works to coerce employees to choose the proper, normative status. By choosing the proper 

status, employees are self-subjected to the binary, which is the third Foucauldian mode. By 

choosing, an employee participates in subjection, whether in acceptance or opposition. As 

Weedon (1997) writes, “Everything we do signifies compliance or resistance to dominant 

norms” (p. 83). To put it another way, every choice made by an employee is either in alignment 

or opposition to the discourse in which they reside as an educator. In relation to social media 

policy, employees self-regulate by confining their social media activity to professional and 

personal use. Anything outside or between the binary is improper and requires punishment.  

Like power, subjectivity is neither fixed nor permanent. Foucault (1980) asserts that 

individuals are not only subjects of power, but also are “vehicles of power” (p. 98). In other 

words, individuals are subject to power, and they also work to subject others. For example, in 

schools, while principals are personally subject to school policies, they also act as a vehicle of 

power by subjecting students and teachers to school policies. Burman (2017) explains, “Policies 

produce and regulate subjects who, following a Foucauldian approach, are both subject to and 

subjects of those policies” (p. 80). Educators are “subject to” board policy because they are 

employees of the school system. As the Staff Responsibilities policy states, “All school 

employees shall be familiar with, support, comply with and, when appropriate, enforce the 
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policies” of the school board (Cleveland County Schools, 2020b). Furthermore, employees are 

subject to policy even when outside the school, as the Employee Use of Social Media policy 

clearly states: “School employees remain subject to [emphasis mine] applicable state and federal 

laws, Board policies, administrative regulations, and the Code of Ethics for North Carolina 

Educators, even if communicating with others concerning personal and private matters” 

(Cleveland County Schools, 2020c). When an employee acts, they move from being subject to 

policy to being the subject of policy. That is, when an employee makes a controversial post on 

social media, they become the subject of policy. The employee is a subject of the policy because 

their support and compliance with policy is in question. While the post may be personal and 

private, it is still relevant because the employee has become the subject of the policy.  

Following Foucault, my investigation of subjectivity will not follow traditional methods. 

Specifically, Foucault did not conduct interviews with people to understand their conscious 

perceptions of their subjectivity. Instead, he was interested in what was unconscious, what was 

unstable and what modifications were made. In this way, Foucault rejected a humanistic stance, 

which saw humans acting as subjects only consciously and intentionally. As Weedon (1997) 

explains, “A poststructuralist position on subjectivity and consciousness relativizes the 

individual's sense of herself by making it an effect of discourse which is open to continuous 

redefinition and which is constantly slipping” (p. 102). Namely, our perceptions of ourselves are 

dependent on the discourse we are within, and our subjectivities are constantly being reworked 

as we move among different discourses. This is seen clearly with new teachers. Prior to 

becoming a teacher, most employees were once students. Students are not subjected to the 

discourse of educator professionalism and are not divided by the binary opposition of 

professional/personal. As a result, a new teacher takes on a new subject position when they move 
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from student to teacher. However, this does not mean that a new teacher is unfamiliar with the 

discourse of educator professionalism. They are typically aware of the discourse because they 

subscribed to it as students and possibly used it to judge their own teachers. They have not been 

subjected to it as a teacher, but they have subjected others to it. Therefore, new teachers are 

typically willing to self-regulate and comply with the discourse of educator professionalism 

because it has a common sense status for them. Yet, the discourse is not exactly as they 

remembered or experienced it as a student because the discourse is constantly being redefined. 

For example, when I was a student, all male teachers were expected to wear neckties unless they 

taught physical education. However, when I became a teacher, this was no longer an expectation. 

The discourse had shifted due to resistance and changes in cultural norms related to dress. 

Furthermore, if subjectivity does not rely on a conscious choice, then subjectivity cannot 

“guarantee” meaning, because subjectivity is always in flux and at times mysterious to the 

individual. Thinking with Foucault reveals that while employees are consciously able to make 

some choices related to their subject position, employees are often unconsciously choosing their 

subject position (like the new teacher described above) due to the power and “common sense” 

nature of the discourses where they reside. For example, one question that often arises from new 

teachers related to social media policy is: “Am I allowed to keep students as friends on social 

media, if they were friends before I was a teacher or do I need to unfriend them?” This question 

surfaces because social media policy states: “Employees shall not accept current students as 

‘friends’ or ‘followers’” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020a, p. 3). This question posed by new 

teachers represents both their conscious and unconscious choices related to subjectivity. 

Consciously, the new teacher is making a choice to be subjected to the definition of 

proper/improper friendships on social media by seeking clarity and knowledge. Unconsciously, 
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the new teacher has already accepted that policy governs her work and defines what is 

proper/improper. The teacher has accepted the subjectification of professional/personal because 

she acknowledges that as a professional the rules of what is right and wrong have changed how 

she sees herself. In addition, while the new teacher is asking a question about policy, her 

question actually works to strengthen and reinforce her subjectivity to the discourse of educator 

professionalism because the question signifies compliance to school policy as a norm. Her 

question seeks knowledge, and for Foucault, knowledge and power always work together to 

produce subjects. 

The ways in which employee social media policy fosters a compliant subject position is 

often through methods that encourage silence and secrecy, such as allowing anonymous 

reporting of misuse and asking for compliance in a large group format, where speaking out 

would be socially difficult. As Foucault (1990/1978) writes, “Silence and secrecy are a shelter 

for power, anchoring its prohibitions, but they also loosen its hold and provide for relatively 

obscure areas of tolerance” (p. 101). In this way, even with anonymous reporting, where power 

seems to be firming up its control and increasing surveillance, it is at the same time, with the 

same actions, loosening control because it is relying on free subjects for surveillance. This 

dichotomy is possible because as Foucault (1988) states, we “are much freer than we feel” (p. 

10). For example, in a large group presentation such as new-hire orientation, there may be time 

for questions. However, it is unlikely that anyone will ask a question due to the size of the 

audience and peer pressure. Employees are “free” to ask questions and oppose, but the social 

environment makes it very difficult to speak out and more advantageous to remain silent. 

However, just because someone does not speak out loud, does not mean they will not resist. 

Resistance does not require public viewing or public acknowledgement. Resistance can also be 
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conducted silently. Furthermore, because power and subjectivity require cooperation by both 

individuals and societies, resistance is available and present in the power relation. I take up this 

analysis in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 

Resistance & Reverse Discourse 

The word power often brings to mind the binary opposition of powerful/powerless. That 

is, power is seen as repressive and in terms of sovereignty, which produces a “dualism whose 

effect is to define particular social groups as monolithic entities” (Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998, 

p. 18). Foucault challenges this rigid view of power. Thus, in Foucauldian discourse theory, 

power is relational, and subjects always have some degree of freedom. As Jackson & Mazzei 

(2012) explain, “This view of repressive power disregards the freedom and agency of people and 

the ways in which they resist within and against relations of power to transform their lives” (p. 

51). Because power is relational, employees have freedom and agency which responds to 

strategies of power in the form of both compliance and resistance. To minimize resistance and 

encourage compliance, power works in silence and secrecy. As Weedon (1997) explains, 

“Foucault offers ‘a general and tactical reason that seems self-evident: power is tolerable only on 

condition that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide 

its own mechanisms'” (p. 117). So the question emerges: In what ways does power mask itself? 

Power disguises itself as something positive, beneficial and appropriate. For example, in his 

book Human Resources Administration in Education, Rebore (2015) names the following 

“advantages'' for developing policies: “Policy facilitates the orientation of new board members. 

… acquaints the public with the position of the school board. … encourages citizen involvement. 

… provides a reasonable guarantee that there will be consistency and continuity. … creates the 

need” (p. 6). These reasons are part of the common discourse on policy, which frames policy as 
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advantageous to stakeholders and thus works to disguise power and the strategies of power as 

necessary and useful. Moreover, power seeks long term rule and acceptance, so power uses 

resistance along with discourse and knowledge to produce need. In this way, power will tolerate 

some degree of resistance as a mechanism to validate the need to tighten its grip. For example, 

prior to 2020, my school district did not have a formal policy on social media use by school 

employees. Social media use was governed by more general policies. However, as some 

employees resisted the generality of these policies by interacting with students on social media 

outside of school-controlled platforms, power responded through the production of an additional, 

separate policy, which limited the field of action for all employees in the realm of social media 

interaction between students and employees. In this way, policy revisions respond to those daily 

practices of resistance, and the field of action of power can be tightened. In turn, policy-

revisions-as-response works to deter and minimize further resistance and encourage compliance.   

Policies regularly require revision due to changes in law or the need for additional 

clarity. These requirements for revision are always in response to power: when policies are 

resisted by the actions of employees. Sometimes employees misunderstand policy, find a 

loophole, plead ignorance, claim free speech rights, defend their posts, or blame others or the 

social media platform for their noncompliance with policy. Whatever the reasons, the policy is 

forced to respond and react because as Foucault (1997) says, “Power relations are obliged to 

change with the resistance” (p. 167). As a result, “what happens” is that policy revisions become 

a standard operating procedure for policy manuals. But even more interesting, power relations 

shift. Resistance becomes powerful because it causes a change and transformation. Policy 

revisions exist to respond and minimize resistance; put another way, there would be no need for 

a revision if the policy was not resisted through people’s actions. As Foucault (1982) writes,  
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In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of action which does 

not act directly and immediately on others. Instead, it acts upon their actions: an action 

upon an action, on existing actions or on those which may arise in the present or the 

future. (p. 789)  

We see this at work with the employee use of social media policy. The action of an employee in 

resistance to the policy requires a reaction or “an action upon an action.” In this way, even when 

policies are written prior to a problem, power is ready to act on actions that will arise in the 

future. They are also prepared to respond to resistance through a revision or by the creation of 

another policy or administrative regulation. In this sense, power can never be without resistance 

and resistance cannot exist without a power relation. Therefore, one of the ways that we can 

understand power relations is to “investigate the forms of resistance and attempts made to 

dissociate these relations” (Foucault, 1982, p. 780). Because power does not have the power to 

shake resistance, resistance can be analyzed to see where it is present and in what daily practice 

of knowledge it responds to. As Foucault (1982) explains: 

It would not be possible for power relations to exist without points of insubordination 

which, by definition, are means of escape. Accordingly, every intensification, every 

extension of power relations to make the insubordinate submit can only result in the 

limits of power. (p. 794) 

In other words, any exercise of power, at the same moment, produces a struggle or 

insubordination, which limits its reach. Resistance keeps power circulating and requires power to 

change and respond. In this way, insubordination or resistance opens a door for something new. 

Weedon (1997) calls this newness a “reverse discourse,” which “in challenging meaning and 

power, it enables the production of new, resistant discourses” (p. 106). This has obvious 
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implications for education. For example, as accountability measures and surveillance of social 

media have grown in popularity in education, so has the reverse discourse of teacher work-life 

balance. Fontinha et al. (2019) define work-life balance as “the individual perception that work 

and nonwork activities are compatible and promote growth in accordance with an individual’s 

current life priorities” (p. 175). The teacher work-life balance movement is the result of 

perceived increasing demands on educators (Bubb & Early, 2004; Sorenson & McKim, 2014). In 

other words, the discourse of work-life balance is born out of the discourse of teacher 

accountability, professionalism and surveillance. The discursive practices—within power 

relations—of accountability and surveillance brought about insubordinate terms like personal 

and private. The discourse of work-life balance for educators was scarce before No Child Left 

Behind. However, the exercise of power in No Child Left Behind produced stricter teacher 

accountability and surveillance measures. It also birthed resistance in the form of a reverse 

discourse of teacher work-life balance and put it into circulation. This reverse discourse pushes 

back against accountability and surveillance by refusing the all-encompassing nature of the 

discourse of educator professionalism in defining an educator’s workload and life. Specifically, 

work-life balance calls for less work at home and a defining line between work and non-work 

activity. The point is that as the reverse discourse moves into circulation, the power relation 

shifts. As Weedon (1997) explains, “In order to have a social effect, a discourse must at least be 

in circulation” (p. 107). In other words, the exercise of power produces resistance and enables a 

reverse discourse in educational spaces. This is an important feature of the nature of power at 

work in discourse. In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I analyze resistance in power relations surrounding 

social media use by school employees to answer my analytic question of: How does the use of 

social media by school employees enable and resist the discourse of educator professionalism?  
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Policy as Discourse 

Policy is more than the words on a page or a simple text; policy acts as discourse. For 

example, over the past few years, social media use by school employees has been seen as a 

problem by schools and educational institutions (Bon et al., 2013; Hayes & Burkett, 2018; 

O’Connor & Schmidt, 2015; O’Donovan, 2012; Raths, 2017). In order to fix the problem, school 

systems have created policies that work to control employees' use of social media through 

surveillance and limiting social media use to personal time. The Cleveland County Schools 

(2020a) Employee Use of Social Media policy states: “School employees may use only school-

controlled social media to communicate directly with current students about school-related 

matters. Employees are prohibited from knowingly communicating with current students through 

personal social media without parental permission” (p. 2). To ensure that employees comply, the 

policy makes a provision for surveillance by stating: “The Superintendent or designee may 

periodically conduct public Internet searches to determine if an employee has engaged in 

conduct that violates this policy” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020a, p. 4). By approving social 

media use by employees for professional reasons using school-controlled platforms, the problem 

is revealed. Bacchi (2016) writes, “Every policy proposal contains within it an implicit 

representation of what the problem is represented to be” (p. 1). That is, the personal use of social 

media by educators on networks that are not school-controlled is problematic because such use is 

outside the control of employment. As Ball (2015) explains, policy acts as discourse by 

“inviting” and “summoning” educators to “speak, listen, act, read, work, think, feel, behave and 

value” in specific ways (p. 307). Namely, social media policy summons teachers and school 

employees to behave and act in ways that are in line with the dominant discourse of educator 

professionalism. Ball (1993) further states: 
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Thus, in these terms the effect of policy is primarily discursive; it changes the 

possibilities we have for thinking “otherwise”. Thus, it limits our responses to change, 

and leads us to misunderstand what policy is by misunderstanding what it does. Further, 

policy as discourse may have the effect of redistributing “voice”. So that it does not 

matter what some people say or think, only certain voices can be heard as meaningful or 

authoritative. (p. 15) 

Indeed, this is what school policy does. The voice of policy becomes primary and authoritative. 

Its words are more meaningful than those of teachers, principals and the superintendent. Further, 

to speak meaningfully or authoritatively, an educator must speak and act as a professional in 

alignment with policy. Therefore, an employee's professional life is most significant and 

positioned above and apart from their personal life. This positioning makes it impossible to even 

think of professional life as anything otherwise. Professional is thus tied to employment and 

position, instead of to an individual. In this way, policy works to clarify as a means of limiting. 

Policy “redistributes'' voice to the professional exclusively and tries to silence the voice of the 

other, that is the personal. In this way, personal is identified as opposed to professional, and thus, 

is problematic.  

Policy is productive. Educational policy produces the need for professional development, 

training, clarity, surveillance and docile bodies, which are “the ‘instruments and effects’ of 

discourse” (Ball, 2015, p. 307). Through these instruments, policy constructs knowledge, norms 

and social agreement. In addition, policy forms subject positions of employees by telling 

employees how to behave and how not to behave. Further, through policy revisions, subject 

positions can be “re-formed” as needed (Ball, 2015, p. 307). These subject positions are defined 

by creating binary oppositions, such as professional/personal and proper/improper, which are 
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both created in employee use of social media policy. In this way, “policy discourses provide us 

with ways of thinking and talking about our institutional ourselves, to ourselves and to others; in 

other words, they form ‘a regime of truth’ that ‘offers the terms that make self-recognition 

possible’” (Ball, 2015, p. 307). Policy as discourse provides the terms for employees to use in 

speaking about their social media use, such as professional, personal, responsible and 

irresponsible. Moreover, because of the truth and self-recognition policy as discourse produces, 

employees can define themselves as successful when they act professionally and responsibly. 

Success can be felt and evidenced by employees through comments made by their supervisors or 

in training tests and scores. As noted above, policy generates the need for professional 

development, which in my school district is mandated and graded on an annual basis related to 

social media use. Specifically, all employees must complete a course entitled “Social Media: 

Personal and Professional Use” and receive at least a 70 on the end of course test. If an employee 

scores less than 70, then they are required to retake the course until a 70 or above is achieved. In 

this way, the course is an instrument of policy to teach and reaffirm discourse and reward 

knowledge. The creation of professional development and binary oppositions produces the need 

for surveillance to judge compliance and further define and improve subject positions. Through 

these instruments, policy works to perfect and produce docile bodies by increasing the 

capabilities of employees. In this way, “As [employees] get better and more competent, [they] 

are made more biddable” (Ball, 2015, p. 309). In Chapter 5, I analyze how docile, biddable 

bodies are produced by policy and through the practice of new hire orientation. Then, in Chapter 

6, I examine an online professional development course on employee use of social media as an 

instrument of power and policy to produce knowledge, subject positions and docile bodies.   
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Conclusion 

Through the use of Foucauldian discourse analysis and poststructural theory, alongside a 

post qualitative thinking with theory method, which I describe in the next chapter, I deconstruct 

the power relations involved in educational policy and employee training related to the use of 

social media by school employees. My research questions, which are stated once again here, 

guide my analysis: 

1. What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by 

school employees? 

2. How does policy and training on employee use of social media function to both maintain 

and produce power relations, discourse, and knowledge?  

3. How does the use of social media by school employees enable and resist the discourse of 

educator professionalism?  

In the chapters that follow, I analyze how social media policy and educational practices are used 

by power to produce knowledge, discourse and various subject positions for educators. I expose 

the strategies and power processes utilized to produce and reinforce knowledge and the discourse 

of educator professionalism. These chapters represent how the processes and practices of 

educational institutions can be plugged into Foucault’s theories of discourse and other relevant 

poststructural theories to destabilize and problematize what is known and possible in the area of 

social media use by school employees. 
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Chapter 3: A Poststructural Approach to Inquiry 

In Chapter 2, I described the poststructural, Foucauldian theories that I use in my analysis 

of policy as discourse surrounding the educational issue of social media use by school 

employees. In this chapter, I explain how I put those poststructural theories to work by engaging 

in post qualitative inquiry (St. Pierre, 2019a). Post qualitative inquiry is the best approach for 

investigating an employee use of social media policy because it allows discursive practices, like 

the creation and use of educational policy as a “common sense” response to problems, to be 

thoroughly problematized and deconstructed through a theoretical lens. In my dissertation, I 

expose the nature of power and the power relations that are at work in K-12 public schools in the 

area of social media use by employees by showing how knowledge, discourses, discursive 

practices, subjectivities and resistances are produced through policy and professional 

development. This type of deconstructive work can only be done using post qualitative inquiry. 

Post qualitative inquiry is a radical actor on the stage of research methodologies. While it 

strongly resists the category of methodology, it finds itself in the methodological mix because it 

is a viable alternative to traditional research methodologies. Post qualitative inquiry is rooted in 

the theoretical perspective of poststructuralism. For a poststructuralist, what is real cannot be 

explained by the structure or context. Reality and truth are impossible to define and know (Rubin 

& Rubin, 2012). A shift to poststructuralism in research is to lose certainty. Moreover, in 

describing the complexity of poststructuralism, Nealon and Giroux (2012) write, “Even the deep 

or underlying structures of meaning are themselves arbitrary; what we take to be the cause of 

meaning or intelligibility is itself already an effect; wherever you think you see nature, culture 

has already been there” (p. 150). This is the type of research I am engaging in because I am 

troubling policy as a certainty or truth. Because policy is a natural, common sense part of 
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educational practice, it is prime for deconstruction. Therefore, I consider the production of power 

relations, language and knowledge structures in the culture and history where policy resides. 

Relationships and entanglements are complex and what is “real” varies. Poststructuralism has 

major implications for educational research because it destabilizes normative thinking and 

conventional categories, which opens up thought and makes space for what is possible. In 

Chapter 2, I described how power works relationally and through discourse to produce social 

recognition of what is “real” in regards to social media use by employees. But for now, in this 

chapter, I explain how I destabilize policy and professional development through thinking with 

theory alongside these normative educational issues.  

Post qualitative inquiry aligns with a poststructural theoretical framework because it 

seeks to deconstruct and dismember thought by problematizing method, data, and findings—and 

by asking different questions about power and relationships (Jackson & Mazzei, 2017). These 

features are important for an analysis of educational issues because they embrace the complexity 

that these issues bring. Further, they acknowledge that complex educational issues, such social 

media use by school employees, cannot be fully understood by a simple review of numerical 

data, by conducting interviews, by coding data or by following any prescribed methodology. 

Instead, to analyze educational issues with poststructural theories requires a different type of 

inquiry, which Jackson and Mazzei (2017) explain as: 

Inquiry that enters and exits sideways, that begins in the middle emerging from an 

eruption that occurs when theory and data and problems are thought together. Inquiry that 

does not rely on collecting data that are outside an assemblage in which we are already 

enmeshed. Inquiry that eschews a use of concepts for what they mean and instead puts to 
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use concepts to show how they work, what they do, what they allow, and what they 

unsettle. (p. 733)  

As an educator and human resource administrator, I am “already enmeshed” in the data of 

educational policy and social media use by school employees. I cannot innocently start at step 

one of a research methodology to study an issue where I am already situated, but I can work 

from the middle as described by Jackson and Mazzei. Working from the middle is not a 

permission slip that allows me to skip over the steps that I have “completed” due to my position, 

and then continue on in a prescribed manner. Instead, it means discarding predetermined steps 

and starting the work where I am and moving onward wherever theory takes me. In this way, 

post qualitative inquiry has great potential for informing the educational issue of social media 

use by public school employees because it acknowledges positionality, but does not privilege 

position and presence in the middle as an insider over an outsider.  

Emergences 

Post qualitative inquiry emerged in the late 1990s in the work of Dr. Elizabeth St. Pierre. 

At the time, St. Pierre was completing her doctoral work at Ohio State University and was 

immersed in studies of both qualitative methodology and poststructural, posthumanism theories. 

It was through her deep study in these two areas, coupled with rigorous doctoral writing, that the 

incompatibility of the two (methodology and post theories) began to emerge. At first, St. Pierre 

(2019a) did not realize the two areas were “incommensurable” because her dissertation work was 

solidly tied to methodology (p. 2). Methodology was considered a nonnegotiable necessity for all 

successful dissertation work. St. Pierre (2019a) explains: 

From the beginning of my doctoral research, my methodology training in qualitative 

research trumped my theoretical training in poststructuralism which I confined to the 
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literature review chapter of my dissertation, and I automatically leapt to methodology and 

implemented the qualitative research process. (p. 2) 

Yet, as she continued to read and write based on poststructural theories, the impossibility of 

formal methodology began to surface. St. Pierre had tasted the impossibility, but she had not 

fully digested it or named it. At the end of her dissertation, she wrote, “I believe the persistent 

critique urged by poststructuralism enables a transition from traditional methodology to 

something different and am not too concerned at this time with naming what might be produced” 

(St. Pierre, 2019a, p. 3). In fact, it would be almost fifteen years before St. Pierre would present a 

conference paper on post qualitative inquiry or call it by this name (St. Pierre, 2021). 

As her work continued, St. Pierre began to clearly expose the problematic nature of 

methodology as a rigid formula and pre-planned process. Methodology sets limits and rules for 

the work of research and inquiry and determines what counts as data. This was problematic 

because by setting the procedures for research, methodology also subsequently sets the results 

that could be produced. For example, when methodology calls for coding data for themes, then 

the coding procedure produces themes. In other words, the researcher always finds what they are 

looking to find. This is not a new phenomenon. In fact, this idea is the premise of the 1960 

classic, Disney movie, Pollyanna. The main character of the movie is a young girl named 

Pollyanna who brings a positive attitude to the town by introducing the “glad game.” Pollyanna 

explains that her father read a quote attributed to Abraham Lincoln which read, “When you look 

for the bad in mankind, expecting to find it, you surely will” (Swift, 1960). This quote 

transformed Pollyanna’s father’s life, because when he looked for the good in mankind, he could 

also find it and thus began the “glad game.” The heart of the movie is based on the idea that you 

will always find what you are looking for. The “glad game” not only transformed Pollyanna’s 
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father, but also her new town. By looking for the good, and refusing to see the “bad,” the town 

became a glad, happy place to live. While this philosophy may lead to a positive lifestyle, it does 

not lead to productive research. I have found that methodology suffers from the Pollyanna effect. 

In other words, methodology, regardless of whether it was quantitative, qualitative, or even 

mixed methods, produces the results it is staged to produce by relying on preset procedures.  

In this way, the core, failing attribute of all qualitative methodologies is that by 

structuring the work, they also inadvertently structure and limit the outcome and conclusions. 

This is incompatible with post theories. As St. Pierre (2019a) writes, “The goal of post 

qualitative inquiry is not to systematically repeat a pre-existing research process to produce a 

recognizable result but to experiment and create something new and different that might not be 

recognizable in existing structures of intelligibility” (p. 4). To put it another way, post qualitative 

inquiry does not set out to produce anything that can be categorized. It works to generate the 

unthought by problematizing normative practices and conventional thought. Therefore, in my 

dissertation, I do not follow a prescribed methodology nor do I code and thematize data. Instead, 

I read Foucauldian theories alongside my reading of policy on the topic of social media use by 

school employees, and then, I follow where this co-reading leads me in writing, re-reading and 

re-writing. 

Not Qualitative Methodology 

Crotty (2015) writes, “Everywhere we look, if we are looking through post-structuralist 

eyes, the once clear-cut lines of demarcation appear blurred” (p. 208). This includes the clear-cut 

lines of methodology, which become blurred and in need of refusal when looking through a 

poststructuralist lens. Therefore, in my dissertation, I refuse all pre-determined methodology. It 

is important to note at this point that post qualitative inquiry is not a new form of qualitative 
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methodology. Because post qualitative inquiry bears the term “qualitative” in its name, it can 

easily be confused as a new branch of qualitative research. It is not. Post qualitative inquiry is 

something different, something separate, something incompatible with traditional qualitative 

research. In fact at the heart of post qualitative inquiry, it flat-out “refuses methodology” (St. 

Pierre, 2019a, p. 3). Both conventional qualitative methodology and post qualitative inquiry 

resist quantitative methodology as the most reliable, valid form of research. In addition, both 

challenge the assumptions and claims of validity, reliability and accuracy heralded by 

quantitative research. However, this agreement does mean that post qualitative inquiry and 

qualitative methodology are aligned or compatible. In actuality, they are contradictory because 

the core features of qualitative research are absolutely refused and problematized by post 

qualitative inquiry.  

Merriam (2002) describes qualitative research in this way: “All qualitative research is 

characterized by the search for meaning and understanding, the researcher as the primary 

instrument of data collection and analysis, an inductive investigative strategy, and richly 

descriptive end product” (p. 6). Post qualitative inquiry is irreconcilable with this definition. It 

does not search for meaning or understanding. Instead, for post qualitative inquiry, meaning is 

already present in the “data” and situations. Post qualitative inquiry is interested in what systems 

and relationships made the data and situation meaningful. Further, in post qualitative inquiry, the 

researcher does not take on the primary role for data collection or analysis. Theory takes the 

wheel and channels the thinking. Data is not subject to an “official” source or project; instead, as 

St. Pierre (2017) describes from the research she conducted in her hometown, “data appeared in 

dreams, in my body, and in memories” (p. 4). Data was found beyond, and before, her interviews 

and official research project was ever conceived. Data is not limited to written words or 
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conscious thought. Similarly, the data that I use for analysis is collected from memories and 

reflections of new hire orientation, as well as already existing documents, like policy and 

professional development course material. 

Post qualitative inquiry begins with difference. In other words, post qualitative inquiry 

begins with what does not align, what is an aside, question or afterthought, because that is where 

the new and different emerge. As St. Pierre (2017) explains, “Inquiry should begin with the too 

strange and the too much. The rest is what everyone knows, what everyone does, the ordinary, 

repetition” (p. 5). Post qualitative inquiry does not discard or reject ideas that do not align or 

complement normative ideas. Instead, research data or texts that have been rejected as “too 

strange” and categorized as “too much” in previous educational studies may emerge as 

interesting and significant as theory is read because they challenge conventional discourse. In 

this way, data is not produced by or for methodology, because data already exists for 

deconstruction in policy, professional development courses, text messages and social media 

posts.  

Something New 

Post qualitative inquiry is a concept, not a methodology. This is exactly why it is termed 

post qualitative inquiry, and not post qualitative methodology. As St. Pierre (2021) explains, 

“For almost a decade now I have explained that post qualitative inquiry is what I had [emphasis 

added] to think after a poststructural deconstruction and overturning of the structure of 

conventional humanist qualitative methodology” (p. 164). St. Pierre found poststructural inquiry 

incompatible with traditional qualitative methodology. Poststructural theories required her to 

think differently and called for another process, which she termed post qualitative inquiry. She 
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had to think differently because the ontology and epistemology of poststructural theories were 

utterly and directly connected to her refusal of method.   

St. Pierre is not alone in her stance that methodology is deeply connected to 

epistemology. Crotty (2015) links methodology and methods directly to theoretical perspective 

and epistemology; he writes, “Justification of our choice and particular use of methodology and 

methods is something that reaches into the assumptions about reality that we bring to our work. 

To ask about the assumptions is to ask about our theoretical perspective” (p. 2). Because St. 

Pierre’s assumptions were rooted in a poststructural perspective, there was no justification to 

allow her to choose a conventional methodology. A different means of inquiry was required. Yet 

St. Pierre found no such methodology available to her. She observed what “every beginning 

researcher learns at once that all research is divided into two parts – and these are ‘qualitative’ 

and ‘quantitative’” (Crotty, 2015, p. 15). St. Pierre found the binary of quantitative/qualitative 

insufficient and limited; neither methodology is compatible with poststructuralism. Something 

new had to be created. 

Giving up the security of methodology is a difficult step for any doctoral student or new 

researcher because methodology coursework is at the heart of most doctoral programs and is 

treated as an indisputable process. Therefore, it is not surprising that St. Pierre was not ready to 

totally discard methodology at her dissertation, but she was certainly well on her way. One of the 

reasons that St. Pierre abandoned methodology was due to her understanding and direct 

participation in the rise of qualitative methodology in the 1990s. She saw its birth and steady 

growth into a secure, favored methodology. She remembered when qualitative methodology was 

considered new and unstable during her work in the late 1990s. She saw how qualitative 

methodology became popular and respectable through deliberate actions, such as academic 



 

	

52 

writing, university instruction, and continual use in research projects. As a result, St. Pierre 

(2019a) knew that qualitative research methodology, like quantitative methodology, was 

“invented.” St. Pierre (2019a) writes “we did, indeed, invent qualitative methodology, we made it 

up, and we’ve repeated it again and again so it seems normal, natural, and real” (p. 1-2). This is 

an important assertion: If methodology was invented, then it can also be discarded. It can be 

added to and deconstructed. Post qualitative inquiry is not qualitative research. It stands apart 

from conventional qualitative methodology as a different, non-methodological process invented 

for analysis of problems using poststructural concepts. 

Embracing the Posts 

As I previously explained, post qualitative inquiry is situated within a poststructural 

paradigm. St. Pierre (2019a) asserts this regarding post qualitative inquiry: “It is not for those 

who don’t want to study poststructuralism” (p. 5). But why? Why are poststructural theories 

required? One of the main reasons is its rejection of a humanist philosophy. Traditional 

qualitative methodology is deeply grounded in humanism with a focus on pre-given method and 

conscious meaning-making. Post qualitative inquiry is anti-humanist: refusing ready-made 

methods for inquiry and starting with philosophy, rather than centering the meaning-making 

practices of humans. In addition, the aim of poststructuralism is very different from the goals of 

interpretivism, post-positivism, and critical theories. “Post” theories are not concerned with 

finding meaning or emancipating individuals; instead, “post” theories deconstruct and unravel 

what is known for the purpose of creating something new, something previously considered 

impossible. Post qualitative inquiry opens a space for an analysis of what is produced as 

meaningful, instead of attempting to understand what something means.  
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Finally, post qualitative inquiry is situated with a poststructural philosophy of 

immanence, which is concerned with what is “not yet, the yet to come” (St. Pierre, 2019b, p. 4). 

Immanence is a poststructural concept, thus the post in post qualitative inquiry. St. Pierre 

(2019b) explains, “In an ontology of immanence, one becomes less interested in what is and 

more interested in what might be and what is coming into being” (p. 4). As a result, there can be 

no prescribed steps or outline of work. The process of post qualitative inquiry is produced each 

time it is done. It is always different, because it emerges in the process. This can be radically 

seen in the origins of post qualitative inquiry as described here. Post qualitative inquiry was 

invented through a study of poststructural philosophy. St. Pierre did not set out to produce a new 

process for analysis, but it emerged as she thought with poststructural theory and conducted a 

conventional qualitative research methodology. As she worked, the incompatibility of the two 

(poststructural theory and method) emerged and she could no longer resist what was coming into 

being, which was a new, creative approach for analysis, reading, and writing scholarship. In the 

end, she had to think with post qualitative inquiry.  

Refusing Method & Plugging In 

The most important feature of post qualitative inquiry is its refusal of pre-given, 

predetermined methods. While there is no prescribed process, there is tremendous “doing” in 

post qualitative inquiry (Jackson & Mazzei, 2017, p. 719). However, it is doing without knowing 

beforehand what is to be done. St. Pierre (2017) explains, “The post qualitative inquirer does not 

know what to do first and then next and next. There is no recipe, no process” (p. 2). While there 

is no pre-given method, there is purpose. Post qualitative inquiry works to enable “the intensity 

of philosophical concepts to re-orient thought,” which generates a rigorous analysis that cannot 
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be achieved merely by following a prescribed method or checking off a rubric (St. Pierre, 2021, 

p. 164).  

So what is the “doing” of post qualitative inquiry? As Foucault (1981) explains, “If I 

don’t ever say what must be done, it isn't because I believe that there’s nothing to be done; on the 

contrary, it is because I think that there are a thousand things to do, to invent, to forge” (p. 174). 

The “thousand things” emerge from intense reading, writing and thinking. However, this reading, 

writing and thinking is never in a prescribed order, nor is it a one time action or process. Instead, 

it occurs over time, but also all at the same time, in a complex, tangled way. It is constant 

reading and rereading; writing and rewriting; thinking and rethinking; inventing and reinventing; 

forging and reforging. In this way, analysis is a continual and persistent, rigorous reading of a 

topic. The inquirer cannot predict what is next, beyond additional theoretical reading, because 

the next step reveals itself through the reading. Reading Foucauldian theories of power and 

knowledge has encompassed a substantial portion of my dissertation doing.  

This doing of post qualitative inquiry is referred to by Jackson and Mazzei (2012) as 

“plugging in,” which they explain as such: “Plugging in to produce something new is a constant, 

continuous process of making and unmaking….to see it at work, we have to ask not only how 

things are connected, but also what territory is claimed in that connection” (p. 1). As I “plugged 

in” the problem of social media use by school employees to theory, questions emerged: How are 

power and knowledge at play? Why is policy making and mandatory employee training 

considered a reasonable, normal response to something new and “problematic”? To engage with 

these questions, I used Foucault’s theories of power, knowledge, discourse and resistance as 

described in the previous chapter.  
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“Data” & Difference 

Post qualitative inquiry’s refusal of method necessitates a rejection of a traditional 

definition of data, as well as traditional forms of gathering information and data. The trouble 

with conventional definitions of data resides not in the sources of data per say, but in the favored 

position given to data as the bequeather of truth, reality and knowledge. This high status of data 

in conventional methodologies is born out of its strict adherence to method, which ensures that 

data collected is factual and accurate. Post qualitative inquiry rejects the claim that any data is 

complete and accurate because knowledge is constructed, thus unstable and always changing. 

Poststructuralism decenters the human subject and challenges their ability to give a “coherent 

narrative (flowing from a conscious, reflective, stable subject) that represents truth” (Jackson & 

Mazzei, 2017, p. 723). Without the conscious, human subject as the arbiter of knowledge, data 

opens up to difference.  

In post qualitative inquiry, data is not static and its production is not predetermined. 

Instead, data comes from a variety of sources and acts as a tool for thought. Data is any “text” 

that can be plugged into theory, which will always produce an abundance of thought and 

questions. Post qualitative inquiry opens up the field of data so that one form of data is not 

privileged over another. In this view, conversations, policies, meetings, newspaper articles and 

social media posts and comments are all texts that can be plugged into theory. Furthermore, in 

post qualitative inquiry, texts are used in a process of co-reading. As Jackson and Mazzei (2017) 

explain, “To co-read is to read theory alongside other texts; we read interview transcripts, field 

notes, news and social media and other materials with theory” (p. 725). It is the reading of all 

texts with theory—or plugging in any text and theory—that makes analysis an important doing 

of post qualitative inquiry.  
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In this way, texts are a vehicle for deconstruction and difference. Texts are not used to 

produce application, representation or repeatable conclusions. Texts do not simply “nod in 

agreement” with my claims (Koro-Ljungberg & MacLure, 2013, p. 220). Instead, texts expose 

the claims. Specifically, as texts are plugged into theory, the text exposes what is privileged and 

silently constructed by binary oppositions. This understanding of data makes educational inquiry 

on the topic of social media use by school employees prime for analysis. Policy texts and other 

documents will emerge in the process and are inseparable from the theories and concepts. These 

texts include school board policy, school guidelines, employee training, new hire orientation, 

social media posts, text messages, news articles, lawsuits, employee surveys and feedback 

systems, and other texts that might become relevant as I plug in theory and policy. This has 

significant implications for educational inquiry because texts that were previously overlooked or 

considered of secondary importance, such as social media posts, unplanned conversations and 

conference presentations, are no longer subordinate or hidden. In post qualitative inquiry, texts 

are not consecrated or separate; instead, texts are an important and useful key for exposing and 

highlighting difference and knowledge that have previously been closed and unseen. 

Refusal of Binaries 

One reason that post qualitative inquiry refuses traditional definitions of method, data and 

findings is that each of these terms sets up binary oppositions. For example, method sets up a 

binary of order/disorder and clarity/confusion. Data sets up the binary of fact/fiction, and 

findings set up a binary of answers/questions. In each binary, the first word is privileged. For 

example, answers are privileged and questions are diminished. Post qualitative inquiry is not 

interested in a simple reversal of the binary. It wants to expose the binary’s logic through 

deconstruction, which opens up space for a third and fourth and so on “other.” Somekh and 
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Lewin (2011) explain, “In post-structuralist theory and deconstruction binary opposites are seen 

as forcing oppositions and indicating hidden mechanisms of power and control embedded within 

language” (p. 321). Thus, post qualitative inquiry works to expose the hidden mechanisms of 

power and control. Binaries emerge and become visible, reflecting what is common sense and 

normal in culture. For example, in my analysis of employee social media use policy the 

following binary oppositions emerge: professional/personal, proper/improper and responsible 

use/misuse. However, recognizing a binary is not enough. The doing is in the troubling of the 

binaries. Burman and MacLure (2011) advise, “Worry away at them. Put pressure on them” (p. 

288). How does this occur? Thinking with poststructural theories and plugging binary 

oppositions into theory exposes how they produce normalizations. The refusal of binary thinking 

is a beginning and an opening for something new.   

Post Qualitative Inquiry: Texts and Theories for Plugging In 

My dissertation work is not linear or predetermined. I have engaged in thinking and 

writing with theory not to make conclusions, but instead to disrupt and dismantle “common 

sense” knowledge related to educational policy surrounding the use of social media by school 

employees. Jackson and Mazzei (2017) write, “We use theory not to exhaust possible 

explanations but to open up previously unthought approaches to thinking about what is 

happening in our research sites and encounters” (p. 720). Therefore, in reading theory, I have 

looked for difference and challenges to my current way of thinking. Often these new thoughts 

and challenges come as “sparks” during the reading and re-reading of theory, while also thinking 

about a subject. In post qualitative inquiry, theory is used to change thought. This type of reading 

changes how I read and what “sparks.” Sparks open doors to differences; differences in my 

thinking, perceiving, and writing. Spivak (2014) writes that “our own thinking changes” and 
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reorients (p. 77). For example, post qualitative inquiry changes the way I see texts. Burman and 

MacLure (2011) write that we see “the world, your data, and yourself, as text, with all that that 

implies,” including seeing text as “not ‘natural’, not self-evident, and never innocent” (p. 288). 

In other words, texts can be deconstructed, pressed and pulled.  

  The texts and sources that I have thought with on the topic of social media use by school 

employees are noted and explained in detail below. 

State and local policies: Throughout my dissertation, I deconstruct policy as an 

instrument and strategy of power related to the topic of social media use by school 

employees. The policies that I think with are: North Carolina State Board of Education’s 

Policy regarding the Code of Ethics for North Carolina Educators (Policy ID Number: 

QP-C-014), the North Carolina School Board Association’s model policy 7335: 

Employee Use of Social Media, and Cleveland County Schools’ Policy 7335: Employee 

Use of Social Media Policy, Policy 7000: Code of Ethics and Standards of Conduct, 

Policy 7300: Staff Responsibilities. I chose these texts because they represent the 

standard expectations for school employees and govern the behavior of school employees 

in regards to social media use and professionalism. 

Case law: For my analysis, I read case law related to social media use by school 

employees and first amendment free speech, as well as law reviews of relevant case law. 

I chose case law for review based on its connection to social media use by employees and 

its use at various conferences for the purpose of training school administrators and human 

resource supervisors. I reviewed the following cases in detail: Pickering v. Board of 

Education (1968), New York Times Co. v. Sullivan (1964) and Garcetti v. Ceballos 

(2006). I chose these cases because they represent landmark cases related to educator free 
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speech. Moreover, these cases are repeatedly referenced at conferences I have attended as 

an human resources administrator in presentations related to social media use by school 

employees. I also reviewed the following cases due to their direct relation to social media 

use by educators: Rubino v. City of New York (2012), Payne v. Barrow County School 

District (2009) and Snyder v. Millersville University (2008). While these cases are not 

mentioned by name in my dissertation, they were important in my thinking and seeing the 

field of action that is set and resisted.  

News and journal articles: I read and considered a plethora of news and journal articles 

related to social media use by school employees. This included articles in newspapers 

from Michigan, Florida, Vermont, Georgia and North Carolina, as well as online news 

sources, such as Education Week. I chose these articles because they were current (within 

the last five years) and ended in an educator’s employment being terminated. I also read 

articles from professional journals, such as from the Journal of School Public Relations, 

International Journal of Human Resource Management and SAGE Open. I chose 

professional journal texts based on their research of social media use by educators and a 

connection to the work of school leaders and human resource administrators. All of these 

texts are important for exposing the discourse of educator professionalism, the normative 

solutions to education problems, and the current climate and culture of social media use 

by school employees when co-read with theory. 

New hire orientation: I reviewed and reflected on the planning process, requirements 

and documents used by my school district for new hire orientation, including letters, 

surveys, PowerPoint presentations, videos, agendas as well as the verbal presentations 



 

	

60 

and illustrations shared. Many of these texts were created by me and have been revised 

and reused multiple times by me and others over the past eight years. 

Professional development training courses: I analyzed the professional development 

courses mandated on an annual basis for employees of Cleveland County Schools related 

to social media. In Chapter 6, I closely reviewed the online course entitled, Social Media: 

Personal and Professional Use, which is produced by Public School Works and required 

for all employees in the school district. I chose this training course for close analysis 

because it is a course that I have participated in for multiple years and have cited in 

termination proceedings related to employee misuse of social media. 

Various other texts: This category represents a range of individual texts that “popped 

up” for co-reading during my dissertation and were related to the discourse of educator 

professionalism and social media use by employees. These texts include: the transcript of 

a speech given by President Barack Obama, a weekly column written by my 

superintendent, a text message I received from an employee reporting another employee’s 

misuse of social media, as well as a copy of an “apology” text a teacher sent to a 

principal regarding their posting and removal of an inappropriate video on social media. 

Additionally, educational posters from We Are Teachers and slogans painted on school 

spirit rocks are texts that I used for plugging into theory.  

Social media texts: In addition to texts related specifically to the use of social media by 

educators, I have read and thought with current texts on social media as a medium and 

platform for networking, specifically focusing on its systems of surveillance, attention 

and publication. The primary texts that I have used are: Siva Vaidhyanathan’s Anti-Social 
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Media: How Facebook Disconnects Us and Undermines Democracy and Clay Shirky’s 

Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations. 

In thinking and writing with theory, I have plugged the above texts into Foucauldian 

concepts, which have emerged in my reading of Foucault’s books Discipline & Punish, History 

of Sexuality, Power/Knowledge—and his essay, “The Subject and Power.” The following is a 

summary of the poststructural concepts and theories that I plugged my texts into throughout my 

analysis. 

Power and knowledge relations: There are multiple power relations at play around the 

topic of educational policy and employee use of social media. Throughout my 

dissertation, I deconstruct power relations by examining them through Foucault’s (1982) 

points of analysis, which include “the system of differentiations, the types of objectives, 

the means of bringing power relations into being, forms of institutionalization, and the 

degrees of rationalization” (p. 792). I plug in state and local policy, case law, text 

messages and social media posts, along with my experiences and conversations related to 

new hire orientation and professional development training courses. 

Discursive practices: In Chapters 5 and 6, I analyze the discursive practices that are 

active in the language of social media use by school employees, in policy and employee 

training. Specifically, I investigate the “grand narratives” and binary oppositions around 

my topic (Davies & Gannon, 2011, p. 312). In these analyses, I primarily use Foucault’s 

writing on docile bodies from Discipline and Punish, as well as his writing on the work 

of institutions in making bodies into machines from History of Sexuality, Volume 1. 

These theories worked as a site for plugging in the experience of employee training, as 

well as the written text of policy on employee use of social media and the code of ethics. 
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Subjectivity: In Chapters 4 and 5, I analyze the major subjectivities that are available to 

educators in the area of social media use, including a review of the individual and 

collective nature of subjectivity. Further, I look at how these subjectivities are in flux and 

open to challenge. To conduct this analysis, I plug in literature and case law related to 

historical versions and expectations of professionalism for educators, along with current 

processes and experiences, such as new hire orientation. In Chapter 4, the literature I used 

emerged as my thinking with Foucault on discourse led to a literature review of the 

genealogy of the discourse of educator professionalism. In Chapter 5, subjectivities that 

are created and maintained were made visible through a co-reading of Foucault’s 

(1995/1977) “docile bodies” and the experience of new hire orientation. 

Disciplinary power and biopower: In Chapters 4, 5 and 6, I analyze the ways 

disciplinary power and processes, such as surveillance, are at work in the area of policy 

and social media use by school employees. In Chapter 5, I closely examine the ways in 

which individuals govern themselves through self-discipline and self-surveillance to 

produce Foucault’s (1995/1977) “docile bodies.” I also read Foucault’s (2003) Society 

Must be Defended for consideration of policy as a strategy of biopower, which is power 

related to population control. In Chapter 6, I deconstruct an online training course as an 

instrument of power for disciplining employees by plugging it into Foucault’s (1982) The 

Subject and Power. The texts I plug into Foucault’s theories are: employee use of social 

media and code of ethics policies, contemporary writings on social media as a medium 

for networking, and the processes and experiences of new hire orientation and 

professional development training.  



 

	

63 

Resistance: In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I analyze the points of resistance in the power 

relations surrounding an employee use of social media policy. I utilize the following texts 

for this examination: policy revisions to the North Carolina School Board Associations’ 

model policy, as well as my experience with revisions to local policy, Pickering v. Board 

of Education (1968) case law, the Social Media: Personal and Professional Use training 

course, as well as various other texts, such as an employee report and a text message. 

Post Qualitative Inquiry: What I Had to Think 

My first attempt at post qualitative inquiry came in an Advanced Qualitative Research 

course with an assignment of “thinking with theory,” which is one of the core doings of post 

qualitative inquiry as described previously. I was skeptical that nothing new would come out of 

thinking with theory on my topic of the employee use of social media policy; it was a topic in 

which I was fully immersed and could already answer the basic questions of who, what, when 

and where. However, the assignment produced a provocative analysis and changed me from a 

skeptic of post qualitative inquiry to an enthusiast. For my dissertation, I used a similar process 

to guide and document my work. I have deeply read in poststructural theory, specifically 

Foucault, by studying and rereading “as many primary and secondary sources” so that I have 

begun to “live the theories” (St. Pierre, 2017, p. 2). St. Pierre (2017) describes living the theories 

as the process by which theories get “in one’s bones, until one’s life becomes rhizomatic as it has 

always been, until deconstructing all the structures we create is second nature, until one is always 

analyzing power relations and investigating the ‘history of the present’” (p. 2). In other words, 

life becomes a text for co-reading with theory. For my dissertation, my experiences and 

knowledge on social media use by school employees and policy become the texts for co-reading 

with Foucault. To document what was emerging for me during my reading and thinking, I used 
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various electronic journals and documents, as well as traditional pen and paper. I followed the 

“sparks” that emerged in the process of reading, thinking and writing with theory. In the next 

section, I explain—through two stories—how post qualitative inquiry became something “I had 

to think” (St. Pierre, 2021, p. 164).  

Thinking with Theory: Two Stories of How I Had to Think  

As noted above, my first attempt at post qualitative inquiry came in an Advanced 

Qualitative Research course. I was introduced to post qualitative thinking earlier, but avoided it 

because I was fearful that it contained “no recipe, no process” (St. Pierre, 2017, p. 2). I was not 

interested in uncertainty and had bought into “methodolatry, the worship of method” (St. Pierre, 

2019a, p. 3). In other words, I felt a prescribed method was necessary and required for excellent 

research. As a result, when I initially approached the idea of research, I came as a good student, 

ready to perfectly follow the methods I was taught. I was comfortably situated in my educational 

position as a chemistry teacher with numerical data and accountability measures as my tools for 

producing a reliable and valid quantitative study. Yet, there were a few strands of resistance in 

my devotion to quantitative methodology which had developed in my work with educators in 

human resources and school leadership. In these roles, I found that numerical data could not 

represent the full picture of what was occurring in schools and required the perspective of those 

living and working where the numbers were collected. In this way, my subject position had 

shifted due to “different social situations which called for different qualities” and modes of 

thinking (Weedon, 1997, p. 83). I had not given up quantitative methodology, but its hold as 

truth had been weakened by contradictory experiences. As a result, I planned to do mixed 

methods research, which would combine quantitative and qualitative methodologies. I felt settled 

with methodology. Then, I read St. Pierre. She exposed methodology as unstable and vulnerable, 
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and so I began to question what I knew. Specifically, when reading St. Pierre’s (2019a) story of 

how post qualitative inquiry emerged, she wrote, “we did, indeed, invent qualitative 

methodology, we made it up, and we’ve repeated it again and again so it seems normal, natural, 

and real” (p. 2). Her confidence in the invention of qualitative methodology shocked me. Every 

graduate student in the 21st century knows that qualitative methodology is one of the core, 

accepted methods for educational research. The shock was not so much in qualitative 

methodology being an invention, but in the thought that every methodology is created. By 

regulating methodology to the category of invention, it becomes open to resistance and critique. 

This is profound. As a result of her simple assertion, I began to think about and look for 

inventions embedded in my study on employee use of social media policy. I began to ask, “What 

is normal, natural and real?” The most glaring answer was the invention of policy itself.  

Prior to reading St. Pierre, policy was something neutral, secure and stable to me. Yet, as 

I read and thought with St. Pierre and Foucault, I began to see how unstable policy actually is. I 

could clearly see its invention and noticed multiple signs of resistance, especially in the policy 

revision process. That is, the only explanation for policy revision was resistance. There is no 

reason to revise a policy that is followed perfectly and is never challenged. This is something I 

knew firsthand because of my work as a district administrator on numerous policy revisions. I 

had seen that for my school system, policy revision was as normal and even more frequent as 

policy creation. I realized that troubling methodology as an invention—and power relations as 

productive of resistance—were things I could only think with post qualitative inquiry, and I had 

to think this way. When St. Pierre (2021) was asked what post qualitative inquiry means to her, 

she replied: “Post qualitative inquiry is what I had to think [emphasis added] after a 

poststructural deconstruction and overturning of the structure of conventional humanist 
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qualitative methodology” (p. 164). Her answer resonated with me because I found myself unable 

to stop thinking with poststructural theories, particularly those related to power, knowledge and 

discourse. Post qualitative inquiry would not allow me to exclusively look at others and outside 

forces, but also required me to take note of my own stance and claims. As Butler (1995) warns, I 

must consider “why it is we come to occupy and defend the territory we do, what it promises us, 

from what it promises to protect us’’ (pp. 127–128). My next story shows how post qualitative 

inquiry has required me to notice my own subjectivity and what promises have been made so that 

I occupy and defend the territory where I live. 

The following incident occurred at the time I was rereading Foucault’s (1995/1977) 

writing on “docile bodies” and “the means of correct training” in his book Discipline and Punish. 

This story is an example of how I had to think and see my own subjectivity using post qualitative 

inquiry. It was early August and I was preparing for my school system's annual new hire 

orientation while I was reading and writing with Foucault. During the orientation, which is 

something I have done numerous times over the past eight years, I began to use orientation as a 

text that could be plugged into and read alongside Foucault’s theories. As a result, sparks began 

to emerge and overflow. For example, in my preparation to train new hires in policy, I began 

thinking with Foucault’s (1982) “little question” of “what happens” during orientation that 

produces docile bodies (p. 786)? In my initial thinking, I only considered the docility of new 

hires, which is visible in their respectful mannerisms and compliance-seeking actions. I began 

analyzing the practices and strategies used by my human resources department to produce these 

docile bodies of new hires. On the day of orientation, I trained employees on policy like I had 

done multiple times before. The new hires nodded in agreement and responded just as I had 

expected: with docility. After my presentation, I sat down and thought over my presentation as 
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the new hires listened to another district leader. As I reflected, I considered what I had just said 

in my presentation. I remembered saying, “I do not have social media. I am not on Facebook. 

However, that will not keep me from knowing if you do something inappropriate, because 

someone else will tell me. It may be a parent or a student or a board member or a colleague, but I 

will find out, because I have received reports from all of these sources in the past.” As I reflected 

on my statements, it occurred to me that I am the most docile person in the room. My self-

regulation is something I proudly shared, which made me exactly what policy and power want—

a docile body. Furthermore, while new hires are passively docile, I am actively docile and my 

increased, active docility is what makes me a valuable employee. During this moment, I knew 

this type of thinking can only happen through post qualitative inquiry. Like St. Pierre, it was 

what I had to think and do. 
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Chapter 4: Thinking with Theory: An Analysis of Discourse and Power in the Historical 

Literature  

In Chapter 3, I described post qualitative inquiry and explained why it is a useful tool for 

deconstructing policy. In this chapter, I illustrate what my “thinking with theory” has looked like 

by providing an extended example of my doing. To explain what is done, St. Pierre (2019b) 

writes, “It must be invented, created differently each time, and one study called post qualitative 

will not look like another” (p. 4). In other words, it is difficult to “describe” what you will do. 

Consequently, the best way to explain how theory and methodology work together is to just do it, 

which is what I show in this chapter—an example of the doing.  

Poststructural Critique of Literature 

Prior to my post qualitative inquiry trial in the Advanced Qualitative Research course, I 

felt unable to do a literature review. I was not sure what literature was relevant for review or 

where to start. However, as I engaged in thinking with theory alongside my topic, as is described 

in Chapter 3, questions like these began to rise: “When did policy become a core, accepted, 

normal strategy for school boards? What happens when policy is accepted as natural and real?”  

The first question can be answered by a review of the literature. So I conducted one in order to 

create a genealogy of the problem. The second question can be answered by reading theories of 

power and discourse. This reveals the doing of post qualitative inquiry: One thing leads to 

another which leads to another and so on. I could not pre-plan it; questions emerged in all of my 

reading to orient me towards the next doing. My review of the literature on policy led to a further 

literature review on the normative status of educators as professionals who are expected to 

behave properly as a condition of their public status. As I show in the next section, my review of 

the literature on the discourse of educator professionalism includes a historical perspective, 
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connections to Foucault, and a review of the public nature of the discourse, as well as the nature 

of social media.  

The Discourse of Educator Professionalism  

Professionalism is a well known concept for educators. The North Carolina State Board 

of Education’s (NCSBE) code of ethics (1998) sets its purpose to “define standards of 

professional conduct” (p. 1). However, the code of ethics does more than set rules; it also 

establishes these rules as “binding” on anyone referred to as a "professional educator” (North 

Carolina State Board of Education, 1998). In this way, the code of ethics produces knowledge 

and what counts as “real” for a professional educator in North Carolina. The code of ethics did 

not invent what a professional educator is, but it did make the discourse of educator 

professionalism more visible. Specifically, the code of ethic states:  

The educator shall serve as a positive role model for students, parents, and the 

community. Because the educator is entrusted with the care and education of small 

children and adolescents, the educator shall demonstrate a high standard of personal 

character and conduct. (p. 3) 

This statement is a solid summary of the code of ethics because it encompasses the other 

standards, such as honesty and compliance with the law. Further, it passively constructs the 

binary of proper/improper by describing what is proper as a “positive role model.” It subjects the 

educator to multiple judges, which are students, parents and the community. In “Teachers in 

Trouble: An Exploration of the Normative Character of Teaching,” Piddocke et al. (1997) 

describe how the discourse of professionalism produces a character that teachers must play. This 

character is not just “the moral and psychological disposition of the teacher,” but instead it is the 

role (i.e. character) a teacher is assigned in the “social drama” of school and life (Piddocke et al., 
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1997, p. 211). The character or role of an educator is that of a professional who acts as a positive 

role model. In this way, the normative idea of professionalism claims more than an interest in the 

traits a teacher must possess; rather, it becomes the whole character of the teacher. As a result, 

“the teacher is going to be ‘on the job’ twenty-four hours a day” (Piddocke et al., 1997, p. 219). 

The discourse of a professional is not one that an educator can casually enter and exit, but rather, 

professionalism is a lifestyle that is mutually exclusive to a private, personal life.  

This thinking represents my doing the next thing. As I read the code of ethics, St. Pierre’s 

(2019a) claim of “we made it up” regarding qualitative methodology sparked questions like: 

When was the idea of a code of ethics made up? (p. 2). How did a code of ethics for educators 

become a normative practice? In this way, the next step emerged so that I began to review the 

literature related to the genealogy of educator professionalism, alongside Foucault’s writing on 

discourse and subjectivity.  

Historical View of the Discourse of Educator Professionalism 

While the NC code of ethics for educators described above was generated in 1998, the 

discourse of professionalism and the binary of proper/improper are strongly historical in 

education. For example, in the seventeenth century, teachers were licensed through the church, 

because their moral character was their most important qualification (Clifford, 2014). Before 

there were any qualifications for educators related to curriculum and pedagogy, there was the 

expectation that educators would act properly and as an example for moral behavior. As Clifford 

(2014) writes in her description of the historical images and expectations of teachers: 

The Old West is the quintessential home of the schoolmistress in American 
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popular culture. Unlike their male counterparts—cowboys, gamblers, gunslingers, 

ranchers, prospectors, homesteaders, all with license to be themselves—the females come 

in only two packages: good (schoolma’ams) and bad (dance-hall girls). (p. 147) 

In other words, educators (primarily female in the Old West) were firmly defined as “good” and 

represented the standard for what is proper. Further, a proper “school ma’ams” forfeited any 

“license to be themselves.” In this way, professional was not just part of the educator’s character, 

but the whole of it. Additionally, this historical discourse is clearly seen in the expectations of 

teachers even in popular media. For example, in the television show Little House on the Prairie, 

teachers must be unmarried (thus not sexual), apolitical, devoted to teaching, and a moral role 

model for everyone in town. Once married, a female teacher could no longer work as a teacher 

because the personal was made visible and the professional was no longer a viable subject 

position. But as Foucault explains, power relations always produce resistance. This is seen in 

Little House as the main character, Laura Ingalls Wilder, battles to be allowed to teach after 

marriage. In this way, the television show reveals how resistance works, but also upholds the 

binary of proper/improper because it is impossible for Wilder to comfortably live a double life. 

Even at the end of the 19th century, the professional educator must be divided inside herself by 

maintaining a division between her professional life and her personal life. As I plugged in 

Foucault to this history and these binary oppositions, my thinking led me to consider how this 

division is keenly seen in the area of social media use. The personal is allowed, but only when 

subjected to the background of a professional educator’s life. The personal is hidden and silenced 

or in social media terms made “private” and “protected.”  
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Foucault & the Discourse of the Professional Educator  

The NCSBE code of ethics constructs the binary of proper/improper by naming 

requirements and prohibitions. The code of ethics states, “These standards shall establish 

mandatory prohibitions and requirements for educators. Violation of these standards shall subject 

an educator to investigation and disciplinary action by the SBE or LEA” (NCSBE, 1998). The 

binary is discreetly strengthened by terms like “mandatory,” “binding” and threats of 

“investigation and disciplinary action,” which represent disciplinary power. In Discipline & 

Punish, Foucault (1995/1977) describes disciplinary power by looking at the actions taken by a 

town during a plague in the seventeenth century. Foucault writes, “Each individual is fixed in his 

place. And, if he moves, he does so at the risk of his life, contagion or punishment” (p. 195). 

During the plague, people were confined to their house. The confinement reduced exposure and 

allowed for control of the disease. Likewise, as I read Foucault, the ways in which the discourse 

of professionalism seeks to confine an educator to their proper place as a professional and limit 

exposure to anything improper were made visible. If an educator strays to an improper place, 

then they do so at the risk of financial loss (loss of job or pay) and punishment. Safety is found 

by staying in place. Power works in this way to subject an individual to a fixed place. However, 

the individual is not physically forced to stay in place, but through biopower is compelled to stay 

in place. Interestingly, power is resisted because risk is available and taken when a more 

compelling interest arises. I see this with social media as school employees continue to use social 

media despite the risk of termination. As Siva Vaidhyanathan (2018) explains, the risk of 

unemployment is not as compelling as the “attention” that social media provides. Attention 

comes in the form of approval or acknowledgement through social media “likes” and comments 

by others. In this way, power is resisted even though risk exists, which results in what is “fixed” 
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being loosened. Resistance and risk reveal the power relation. Power is not fixed nor is 

subjectivity. Foucault (1997) writes, “Power relations are obliged to change with the resistance” 

(p. 167). As a result, “what happens” is that the risk of termination must be increased to 

overcome the pleasure of attention from social media. One way to increase the risk of 

termination is through policy and professional development.  

Further, I see the discourse of a professional acting as a dividing practice by working to 

fix an educator in a role apart from others. Foucault (1982) describes this “dividing practice,” 

where “the subject is either divided inside himself or divided from others” (p. 778). As in the 

plague, individuals are divided, separated and confined. In terms of social media, this 

confinement can be a division between educators and non-educators, between students and 

teachers, and even between oneself, since they must forfeit a “license to be themselves.” 

Specifically, for an educator to be a role model for others, the educator cannot be like others. The 

very idea of a role model is a lonely, divided status. As the code of ethics describes, educators 

are to be role models for students, parents, and community. So the division is between educators 

and these others. Moreover, the professional educator is divided within oneself by needing to 

limit their activities and interests to those things deemed proper and avoiding any improper 

activities. In thinking with theory on this concept of division, the following questions arise: Why 

do most educators accept the lonely, divided status of role model? What makes this status 

pleasurable? The answer is in the view of the divided status. If loneliness is the focus, then the 

divided status is not desirable, but if division makes one special or respected, then division 

becomes desirable. In this way, power uses the discourse of educator professionalism to focus on 

the division of educators from non-educators (and from themselves) as an honor and worthy 

goal. This can be seen in the two educational posters shown in Figure 1. These posters are part of 
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a group of posters produced by We Are Teachers to “celebrate” teachers. As I read Foucault’s 

writing on “dividing practices,” I was reminded of these posters and slogans that I had seen 

“celebrating” teachers. As I thought with theory, I saw how division was made desirable through 

celebration. This was further reinforced at a student teaching luncheon I attended recently where 

the speaker shared thoughts that mirrored those on the posters in Figure 1 as an encouragement 

and challenge to new teachers. 

Figure 2 

Posters to “Celebrate” Teaching 

        

Note. From We Are Teachers, 2021 (https://www.weareteachers.com/free-inspirational-teaching 

-posters/). Copyright 2021 by Dun & Bradstreet. 

The first poster in Figure 1 highlights the division of teachers from the other, that is, other people 

and other jobs. In this way, educators are viewed as special in their ability to change a life and 

should be celebrated. Similarly, the second poster highlights teaching as a “brave” profession. 

The image that goes along with the quote is a cape, which implies that teachers are heroes. 

Heroes are often portrayed as individuals who act individually to risk themselves for others. 

Thus, the hero is separated from others, yet honored, so division is welcome. Additionally, the 

slogan “Heroes work here” has become popular for describing teachers during COVID-19. The 
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photos in Figure 2 were taken by me of the school spirit rock at one of my children’s schools. 

The rock was painted with this popular slogan on one side and the image of superwoman on the 

other side. The rock represents the normative view of educators as women and as heroes who are 

separate from other people and professions. The discourse of educator professionalism works 

effectively through images and slogans like these to make the divided status of teachers 

something that is desirable and normative. 

Figure 3 

Photographs of a School Spirit Rock 

       

The Public Nature of the Discourse of Educator Professionalism  

Over the years, the discourse of the professional educator has changed and stretched due 

to resistance. For example, female educators can now be married and raise families while 

continuing their career. In addition, “professional” now includes competencies beyond moral 

behavior to include curricular areas and subjects. Moreover, in the 1980s, attention shifted to the 

curriculum competencies of educators and achievement of students on standardized tests. The 

public discourse on education became a negative refrain of “our schools are failing,” which was 

verified by the national report on the condition of education in America, entitled A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform. As Gideonse (1992) writes of education in the 
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1980s, “The teacher education community [was] consistently on the defensive, seeming to play 

out a posture of self-interest, protecting the status quo” (p. 283). This attention renewed public 

interest in education and reinforced the discourse of educator professionalism and the belief that 

educators must act and behave properly in both moral character and pedagogical training. 

Furthermore, the status of a “professional educator” remains consecrated and brings both a 

pedestal and pleasure to those who are allowed the label. As Piddocke et al. (1997) write: 

The professional is in charge of a 'mystery' of which the ordinary person - revealingly 

called a 'layperson' or a 'client' or 'patient' - is supposedly ignorant. The reputation of the 

profession and its worthiness to be trusted by the lay (i.e., the people) must be preserved 

at all costs. (p. 213)   

As the quote states, the reputation of the education profession is paramount and requires 

protection. Public employees are public figures, and “courts generally recognize the compelling 

interest of school districts as well as their reasonable expectations about the professional and 

moral exemplar of teachers” (Bon et al., 2013, p. 200). In this way, the binaries of the 

professional/personal and public/private are produced. These binaries place the compelling 

interest of the school district or profession at odds with the compelling interest of a teacher or 

individual. This is clearly seen in case law involving the freedom of speech of school employees. 

One of the foundational cases is Pickering v. Board of Education of Township High School 

District (1968). In Pickering, a public school teacher (Pickering) was dismissed for criticizing, 

via a letter to the editor of a newspaper, how the school system handled a proposal to increase 

school taxes. The school system asserted that Pickering’s negative comments hurt the system’s 

reputation. The United States Supreme Courts ruled that Pickering’s dismissal was unjustified 

because Pickering's right to free speech on a matter of a public concern (school taxes) 
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outweighed the operational interest of the school district (reputation) (Pickering v. Board of 

Education of Township High School District, 1968). The lasting effect of Pickering is in the 

endorsement of a “balancing test” when determining who (the individual educator or the school 

system/profession) has the most compelling interest in public speech. In other words, the law 

recognizes that the school system/education profession must protect and preserve their 

reputation, which means that even freedom of speech may not be a compelling enough reason for 

an educator to be allowed to speak with our employment consequences. The balancing test 

became a “‘threshold question’ through which all public employee expression must pass” when 

determining if it was proper/improper (Black, 2017, p. 57). 

In thinking with Foucault, the Pickering case highlights two interesting points. First, the 

case is a clear example of power relations and how resistance and power are always 

intermingled. Specifically, the school board is in a position of authority, thus is able to attempt to 

raise taxes and dismiss Pickering. Yet, the attempt to raise taxes failed and Pickering resisted 

through both a letter to the editor and through a lawsuit, which he ultimately won. However, 

even if Pickering had not won, the power relations remain fluid. The school board does not have 

absolute, guaranteed power. Ultimately, even the decision by the Supreme Court is not absolute 

power, since they enacted the balancing test, which recognized power beyond the “state” 

(Foucault, 1982, p. 782). This judicial balancing test clearly shows that power fluctuates and 

must be considered in each matter because where the “greater” power lies in a case or moment is 

not solidified, but is unstable and able to shift. In other words, there is not a permanent victor. 

Instead, through resistance, power is forced to respond and create strategies to minimize 

resistance. One of those strategies is through policy. I know about the Pickering case, despite the 

fact that it was decided in 1968, because it continues to be taught and considered in creating new 



 

	

78 

policy and dealing with employment decisions. The purpose of the human resources 

presentations on Pickering are to ensure that the balancing test favors the system. In other words, 

school systems are still responding to the resistance of Pickering and his letter to the editor fifty 

years later.  

Second, Pickering draws attention to the public nature of educators' work. In many ways, 

Pickering was a victory for public employees because it established their “First Amendments 

rights as citizens to comment on matters of ‘public concern’” as long as the employees’ interest 

are more compelling that the employer’s interest in being able to “efficiently manage the public 

services it provides” (Black, 2017, p. 53). Yet, as Foucault (1982) explains, no victory is without 

consequences because “in effect, between a relationship of power and a strategy of struggle there 

is a reciprocal appeal, a perpetual linking and a perpetual reversal” (p. 794). In the case of 

Pickering, the “strategy of struggle” was with the specific situation of the attempt to raise school 

taxes. Pickering was fighting what Foucault terms “the immediate enemy” (p. 780). Therefore, 

while Pickering prevailed, the struggle continues because the relationship of power is reciprocal 

and perpetual. Public schools need employees and employees need (and desire) public 

employment. The needs and desires of both make them partners, and Foucault writes, “The term 

‘power’ designates relationships between partners” (p. 786). This interdependent relationship is 

the nature of power relations. Resistance may lead to “victory,” but the victory does not shift the 

power relation forever, it just compels a response which shifts the power relations again, which 

compels resistance and so on. Power relations are not only about the struggle, but also about 

governance. As Foucault explains, the foundational ideas of governance “did not refer only to 

political structures or to the management of states; rather it designated the way in which the 

conduct of individuals or of groups might be directed” (p. 790). More clearly, “To govern, in this 
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sense, is to structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1982, p. 790). This is 

exactly what is happening in the discourse of educator professionalism. Definitions, policies, 

reward systems and disciplinary procedures are all attempts and strategies by power to set the 

boundaries for the “possible field of action” by educators. The discourse of the professional 

educator as a public figure is a structure that sets the boundaries. The boundaries extend to the 

use of social media by school employees because social media is in the public domain. Because 

social media accounts are inherently accessible to the public, they fall within the field of action 

that must be governed for educators as public figures.  

As noted above, the idea of an educator as a public figure was not new with Pickering. 

Specifically, in 1964, “the public figure doctrine was formally established by the U.S. Supreme 

Court” in the case of New York Times Co. v. Sullivan (Navarrete, 2017, p. 566). While this case 

was not specifically about educators, it did give weight (or at least ink) to an expectation that 

public figures act properly. Some legal cases have relied on William Lloyd Prosser and Werdner 

Page Keeton’s definition of a “public figure,” which states:  

A person who, by his accomplishments, fame, or mode of living, or by adopting a 

profession or calling which gives the public a legitimate interest in his doings, his affairs, 

and his character, has become a ‘public personage.’ He is, in other words, a celebrity. 

Obviously to be included in this category are those who have achieved some degree of 

reputation by appearing before the public, as in the case of an actor, a professional 

baseball player, a pugilist, or any other entertainer. The list is, however, broader than this. 

It includes public officers, famous inventors and explorers, war heroes and even ordinary 

soldiers, an infant prodigy, and no less a personage than the Grand Exalted Ruler of a 
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lodge. It includes, in short, anyone who has arrived at a position where public attention 

is focused upon him as a person. (Navarrete, 2017, p. 565) 

This definition directly applies to educators because their work with the public’s children gives 

the public “a legitimate interest” in their work and lifestyle. As the definition says, educators 

take on a “character” and “personage” in which “public attention is focused upon him as a 

person,” which results in the “possible field of action” being marked to include every aspect of 

life because the field of action is the “person.”  

As a result, by claiming a professional status, a teacher also claims the subjection of the 

professional discourse by agreeing to a differentiation between a professional person and other 

persons. Furthermore, by claiming the status of professional, the teacher reaffirms the discourse 

of a professional educator as privileged over laypeople and personal life. This privileged status 

produces a binary because it differentiates and divides the professional from others and self. The 

binary subjects the professional to a special status with significant consequences for movement 

outside the boundary, i.e. loss of personal freedoms. As Piddocke et al. (1997) explain, to ensure 

the privileged status remains, “Any member of the profession who is caught in some activity 

detrimental to this public trust must be publicly and severely chastised” (p. 213). Power in this 

situation is not cemented in hierarchy, but is fluid and relational. Specifically, there is power for 

the professional educator in knowledge, and at the same time power for the layperson in 

determining the level of trust the professional will have with the public. In other words, power 

does not reside in a position, but is relational. The NC code of ethics works to set the field of 

action in this power relation by establishing this directive, “The educator strives to maintain the 

respect and confidence of colleagues, students, parents and legal guardians, and the community, 

and to serve as an appropriate role model” (NCSBE, 1998, p. 1). The field is set by words like 
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“maintain,” “respect,” “confidence,” “appropriate” and “role model.'' Further, the judges are set 

for this field as “colleagues, students, parents, and legal guardians, and the community,” or in 

essence, the world is set as a judge, which is not contested because the teacher as a public figure 

is “common sense.”  

Resistance, Pleasure and a Rival Discourse 

In my doing of post qualitative inquiry, I have investigated the discourse of educator 

professionalism and found the historical practices of power to have produced normalizations that 

appear strong because of their centering tendencies, yet are also unstable and fragile. Even more, 

I found that despite its subjection of educators to the binary of proper/improper, the discourse of 

professionalism has historically been highly pleasurable so that resistance is minimal. Or rather, 

acts of resistance have not historically disrupted the discourse of professionalism in education. 

As Foucault (1982) writes, “People criticize instances of power which are the closest to them, 

those which exercise their action on individuals. They do not look for the ‘chief enemy’ but for 

the immediate enemy” (p. 780). In this way, my research has shown that previous challenges 

have not entirely ruptured the discourse but have revealed cracks and have made shifts. For 

example, the poster in Figure 3 represents the “rules for teachers” in 1901 in Green County 

located in East Tennessee. These rules can be found posted in the one-room Calico Falls 

Schoolhouse replica located in Dollywood or as a poster in the teacher’s lounge at one of my 

children’s elementary schools (Beth, 2018). These rules show how discourse has shifted, but has 

not fully released its grip on proper/improper character. Specifically, the discourse has shifted 

since 1901 to allow educators to wear bright colors, dye their hair and “loiter” in ice cream 

parlors. However, the discourse has not significantly changed. It has simply shifted to align with 

the cultural norms regarding what places and clothing are deemed appropriate. While female 
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educators may now wear skirts shorter than “2 inches above the ankle,” this does not mean they 

can wear any skirt length or style they want because teacher dress codes often still limit the 

length of skirts and the tightness of clothing for women. In essence, resistance destabilized the 

discourse, but it did not destroy it. This reveals the power relationship at work: power is not one 

sided, but rather a partnership and reciprocal relationship.  

Figure 4 

Poster of Rules for Teachers in 1901 

 

Furthermore, while the discourse of professionalism produces subjection, it continues to offer 

things so compelling and so desirable (like the status of hero and role model) that educators who 

are subjected comply individually and collectively.  

As I think with Foucault and the power relationships in the discourse of educator 

professionalism alongside social media use, the following questions emerge: What makes social 

media use different? What has caused many school employees to resist the discourse of 
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professionalism in their use of social media, even though termination or disciplinary measures 

are likely? Further, why have institutions like public schools been so quick to respond with 

policy and strategies of surveillance? In response to my third question, the most obvious reasons 

are economic. Schools must protect their reputation. The school choice movement has put public 

schools in direct competition for students and funding with private and charter schools. This is a 

new and substantial challenge to public schools in North Carolina, who for many years have 

enjoyed little to no competition. However, I wonder if there is something more, something 

beyond economics, beyond the obvious. My wondering and subsequent analysis is enabled by 

thinking with theory. Specifically, I can ask: Is it possible that social media use is an attempt to 

attack the “chief enemy” and the subjection of educators to “binary branding?” (Foucault, 

1995/1977, p. 199) According to Foucault (1995/1977), this binary branding produces a 

“constant division between the normal and the abnormal” and is used to “individualize the 

excluded” (p. 199). Social media allows for the production and advertisement of a character, 

which fundamentally resists subjection to a private, quiet life and a branding of 

professional/private.   

Through my theoretical critique of the literature, difference emerged and questions 

surfaced, which require further reading and writing. This should not be surprising because 

writing is a doing of post qualitative inquiry. St. Pierre (2017) explains, “Writing is, after all, a 

method of inquiry. In writing, we can and do invent and reinvent the world” (p. 5). In traditional 

writing, the writer follows the rubric or outline and includes only what supports the 

predetermined core argument. Not so with post qualitative inquiry because writing is the inquiry. 

I write to open up the unexpected and the “too strange and the too much” (St. Pierre, 2017, p. 5). 
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The next section shows what is emerging as “the too much” in my thinking with Foucault’s 

concepts pleasure and power, as well as contemporary writers on social media.  

The New Pleasure: Social Media  

Social media is a powerful tool. It allows a character to be produced, advertised and 

displayed in a way that conventional media forms have not allowed. For example, Facebook 

users produce a character when creating their profile page by choosing what to share and post 

(and what not to share and post). As Vaidhyanathan (2018) writes, “Facebook profiles are 

advertisements for ourselves” (p. 83). These advertisements work to do a couple things. First, 

they solicit responses and attention from our “friends” and others, which is pleasurable, because 

in social media “attention is the only currency that matters” (Vaidhyanathan, 2018, p. 79). 

Second, individual profiles teach Facebook (and other social media outlets) about us. As a result, 

“We change Facebook just a little bit with each interaction. It responds to us in subtle ways, 

offering us the possibility that our next interaction with Facebook will be slightly more 

pleasurable than the last” (Vaidhyanathan, 2018, p. 36). Social media does this by showing us 

ads or posts for things we like based on what we have previously liked, commented on or just 

viewed while using social media. In this way, social media responds to what we share about 

ourselves and gives us attention. It gives us what we “want” in exchange for our personal 

information, which we give freely and often unconsciously. Traditional media, such as 

newspapers, television and radio, do not allow users this type of attention. Attention is enabled 

briefly and conditionally through an editor and limited air time. The control is with the media. 

However, with social media, the control is with the user.   

At the offset, the pleasure that social media provides through attention may seem 

irrelevant for a discussion of social media use by educators. However, because social media is a 
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powerful and effective mechanism for producing pleasure, it rivals the threshold of pleasure and 

attention that is produced by being identified as a professional educator. In other words, if the 

pleasure of social media surpasses the pleasure of the role of professional, then resistance to the 

discourse of the educator professionalism will occur. Social media use can only exist peacefully 

for an educator if its use complies with the discourse of professionalism or remains silent. 

However, because silence is contrary to the appeal of social media and its economy of attention, 

it is unlikely it will willingly be subjected. Further, social media’s ability to provide instant 

attention and publication, in a way that traditional forms of media never could, makes it both 

dangerous and desirable. Specifically, television, radio and print media do not allow users to 

publish or advertise in a way that facilitates immediate character production. As Clay Shirky 

(2008) writes in his book, Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without 

Organizations, in the world of social media “everyone is a media outlet” (p. 55). Media outlets 

are able to publish, edit and critique. In the past, there were many hurdles to becoming a media 

outlet. Specifically, it required, at minimum, special schooling, money and experience to gain 

access to a wide audience. As Shirky explains: 

The real world affords us many ways of keeping public, private, and secret utterances 

separate from one another, starting with the fact that groups have until recently largely 

been limited to meeting in the real world, and things you say in the real world are heard 

only by the people you are talking to and only while you are talking to them. Online, by 

contrast, the default mode for many forms of communication is instant, global, and nearly 

permanent. (p. 89) 

It is the “instant, global, and nearly permanent” nature of social media that makes it very risky 

for public employees. As a result, character comes into question when social media is used in 
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ways that it did not with the use of traditional forms of media. The ability to publish and 

advertise quickly on social media has significant implications, such as allowing social media to 

be used as “evidence of a lack of fitness as an educator” (Black, 2017, p. 53). As a result, 

important questions begin to emerge: How does social media’s difference provoke the creation 

of a stand-alone policy when traditional forms of media do not? For example, there are no 

policies governing the use of television, radio, books by school employees. How is social media 

different? What happens when social media is used that makes it problematic? 

Social media is risky for educators because it is risky for educational institutions, 

specifically, public schools. Social media changes the way we communicate and share 

information, and as Shirky (2008) writes, “When we change the way we communicate, we 

change society” (p. 17). The real change has been to the parameters or Foucault’s (1982) “field 

of action” because social media changes the boundaries. This change requires new marking of 

the “line” between what is proper/improper and requires an action on an action. Social media has 

not only fundamentally changed how we communicate, it has made the change at an 

unprecedented pace that “power” did not foresee. As a result, social media is defined as a 

problem. As Shirky explains, “Our social tools are not an improvement to modern society; they 

are a challenge to it. A culture with printing presses is a different kind of culture from one that 

doesn’t have them” (Shirky, 2008, p. 107). In other words, social media challenges our norms 

and our discourses. In this way, social media does not just seek to tweak the discourse of 

educator professionalism, it outright challenges it. 

Social media is complex. It not only challenges the discourse of professionalism but also 

enables and supports it. The most noticeable way is through surveillance. Social media makes 

surveillance easy for all stakeholders because of its public nature. In addition, social media itself 
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is involved in surveillance. As Vaidhyanathan (2018) writes, “Facebook has grown into the most 

pervasive surveillance system in the world. It’s also the most reckless and irresponsible 

surveillance system in the commercial world” (p. 55). Facebook surveils so it can give you what 

you want and get you to buy what is being sold, but it also allows others to surveil you though 

your likes and dislikes. This surveillance occurs discreetly on a larger scale than ever before. In 

traditional forms of media, surveillance on employees was generally confined to in-person, on-

site monitoring. However, social media is like Bentham’s panopticon, “Inspection functions 

ceaselessly. The gaze is alert everywhere” (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 195).  The “gaze” of the 

panopticon worked because the confinement of prisoners made everything visible. Social media 

widens the employer’s gaze, so even what an employee does at home and in their personal 

spaces is made visible. Furthermore, visibility is no longer limited to the employer so that 

inspection functions ceaselessly and by unknown sources. Social media has made surveillance 

normative. As Vaidhyanathan (2018) writes, “Surveillance is so pervasive and much of it so 

seemingly benign that it’s almost impossible for the object of surveillance to assess how she is 

manipulated or threatened by powerful institutions gathering and using the record of 

surveillance” (p. 67). Because attention is the currency of social media, surveillance is enabled 

and desired. While there is no way to distinguish who is looking and what their intentions are, 

the pleasure of attention is more compelling than the possible consequences.  

I have dealt with many employment situations related to social media and school 

employees in my role in human resources that make visible the discourse of educator 

professionalism. For example, I received a complaint from an employee regarding another 

employee’s use of their personal social media account to advertise and sell handmade drug 

paraphernalia. This complaint was made because the reporting employee recognized that the 
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actions of the other employee were not in keeping with the professional standards of the 

discourse for educators. However, when confronted with this complaint, the accused employee 

was unwilling to remove her posts and discontinue her personal business because she reported 

making more money online than working for the school system. The employee felt her private 

business was outside the bounds of her job as an educator. Further, she claimed to have 

customers from all over the United States due to their use of social media. Ultimately, the risk of 

termination was not constraining because the attention and subsequent business from social 

media was more compelling. Further, the employee shared that she was only working in the 

school system for health insurance. As I read this employee situation as text alongside Foucault, 

many “sparks” emerge. The power relation between mutual subjects emerges as an employee 

reported another employee, thus subjecting others to their subjection. Further, through the 

discursive practice of reporting another employee as unprofessional, the reporting employee is 

able to view herself as professional. These terms are made possible through policy as discourse. 

Further, freedom and agency are open to both employees, but the outcome is different for them 

because one exercised her freedom within the field of action set by power through discourse and 

policy and became more useful, while the other exercised her freedom outside the field of action 

and lost her job.   

One other “spark” emerges for me as I consider the discourse of educator professionalism 

and the nature of power related to social media use by employees and the technology behind it. 

The employee who lost her job for inappropriate conduct on social media garnered a lot of 

attention on social media. This attention is attributed to the employee’s unprofessional behavior 

because social media and technology are seen as neutral. This is discursive because the 

unprofessional behavior separates the employee from the discourse of educator professionalism 
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and produces the knowledge that employee behavior is due to an individual, and whatever is 

considered unacceptable by the discourse will result in separation. According to Rebore (2015), 

“the neutral nature of technology” means “it is humans who are capable of using technology for 

good or bad purposes; the technology itself is only an instrument” (p. 34). As a result, Rebore 

implores human resource administrators to develop policies that restrict the use of social media 

and Internet technologies. Yet, post qualitative inquiry pushes me to problematize what is 

conventional wisdom, which makes it possible for the following question to emerge: What 

happens if social media technology is not neutral, but instead is political? According to the 

Washington Post, Facebook’s algorithm determines “a post’s position on the news feed based on 

predictions about each user’s preferences and tendencies. The details of its design determine 

what sorts of content thrive on the world’s largest social network, and what types languish” 

(Oremus et al., 2021). In other words, the technology of Facebook determines what is visible, 

and thus, what posts get attention, not which humans. How problems and technology are viewed 

has major ethical implications for educational leadership, and post qualitative inquiry is an 

essential tool for deconstructing what is known. 

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this chapter is two-fold. First, it is to illustrate what doing post qualitative 

inquiry looks like when texts, such as policy, case law, presidential speeches, educational posters 

and slogans, and a variety of literature on the history of education and social media platforms are 

plugged into Foucault’s theories to open up new thoughts. It introduces the process of plugging 

in or “reading-the-data-while-thinking-with-theory” that I use in the next two chapters to guide 

my analysis of social media use by school employees (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 4). Second, 
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this exploration into the discourse of educator professionalism is necessary as a foundation for 

understanding my analysis of my research questions, which are: 

1. What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by 

school employees? 

2. How does policy and training on employee use of social media function to both maintain 

and produce power relations, discourse, and knowledge?  

3. How does the use of social media by school employees enable and resist the discourse of 

educator professionalism?  

In the chapters that follow, I show what power produces through policy as discourse and the 

wide circulation of the discourse of educator professionalism. In Chapter 5, my analysis shows 

that power produces “docile bodies” of employees by treating them as machines useful for 

manufacturing the type of schools desired by communities and stakeholders (Foucault, 

1995/1977). In Chapter 6, my investigation demonstrates how professional development is 

produced by policy as discourse for the purpose of forming and reforming subject positions and 

ensuring employees are trained in how to speak, act and think.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

	

91 

Chapter 5: Docile Bodies 

The purpose of this chapter is to consider my research question: “What is the nature of 

power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by school employees?” To answer 

this question, I think with Foucault (1982) and investigate what happens when the “whole series 

of power processes (enclosure, surveillance, reward and punishment, pyramidal hierarchy)” are 

exercised through policy and social media use by school employees? (p. 787). To begin to 

answer this question, it is necessary to examine how the topic of social media use is first 

introduced to school employees and to analyze how the introductory process works to produce 

docile bodies using all types of “power processes.” According to Foucault (1995/1977), “A body 

is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved” (p. 136). The bodies of school 

employees are made docile through the subjection to district policies and educational discourses, 

including policies on employee use of social media. These docile bodies are used to ensure 

efficient operations and produce a normalized reputation for educators and schools in a 

community, which reinforces dominant educational discourses. Docile bodies are transformed 

and improved through various strategies and “best practices” in education, such as orientation, 

policies, training, professional development, observations, evaluations, recognition and 

reprimands.  

In this chapter, I will specifically analyze how docile bodies are produced, encouraged 

and perfected in the area of social media use by employees through the utilization of educational 

policy as a strategy of both disciplinary power and biopower. In describing disciplinary power, 

Foucault (1995/1977) writes:  

It defined how one may have a hold over others’ bodies, not only so that they may do 

what one wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the 
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speed and the efficiency that one determines. Thus discipline produces subjected and 

practised bodies, ‘docile’ bodies. (p. 138) 

In other words, disciplinary power wants more than acts of compliance, it wants compliance in 

thoughts, ideas and judgements. Likewise, school systems want more than employees who will 

comply with social media policies. School systems want employees who agree, embrace and 

champion social media policies. Specifically, school systems want employees who will only post 

and “like” school system approved messages and will feel obligated to monitor other employees 

and report those who do not comply. While disciplinary power works at the individual level to 

gain compliance and self-regulation, biopower works at the larger, population level to govern 

and control the bodies of all educators. Biopower includes “the management of life in the name 

of the well-being of the population as a vital order” (Rose, 2007, p. 52). Policy is an instrument 

of biopower because it is used to govern a population of educators—not just a select few—for 

the good of society in training children. This is evident in the existence of state and federal 

policies that govern educators, their licenses to teach, and their work. In this way, both 

disciplinary power and biopower are at work in self-regulation because as employees choose to 

conform their bodies to school system policy, they also subject themselves to the larger cultural 

norms for educators (Pylypa, 1998). Policy is an instrument of disciplinary power and biopower 

because it trains educators to act properly within society for the public good. Through self-

regulation and training, docile bodies are perfected. For instance, when an employee makes their 

social media account private and decides not to accept “friend requests'' from students, the 

employee is involved in self-regulation. This self-regulation increases an employee’s docility and 

subjects them to the discourse of educator professionalism. In this way, disciplinary power and 

biopower work together to produce knowledge that leads to norms and the production of docile 
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bodies. Norms and discourses are effective at producing docile bodies because they produce the 

desire within individuals to conform and comply.   

For Foucault, biopower represents a shift from disciplinary power by moving from the 

level of the individual to the level of a population. In my research, the population encompasses 

all educators. Biopower is visible in the creation and development of common policies, such as 

the employee use of social media policy. The policy adopted by my school district was created 

by the North Carolina School Board Association (NCSBA) and has been endorsed by the 

majority of school board attorneys in the state. As a result, most school boards adopt the model 

policies created by the association. Further, superintendents, human resource administrators and 

principals are regularly trained on these policies at their annual conferences because the policies 

are championed by their separate organizations. There are 115 public school districts in North 

Carolina and 113 of them subscribe to the NCSBA’s model policies and format for creating their 

policy manuals. Because these model policies are widely used and accepted by almost all of the 

school systems in North Carolina, these policies are able to create docile bodies of more than just 

individual educators in my county, but are able to create a “vital order” of the whole population 

of educators (Rose, 2007, p. 52). The NCSBA has become the “go to” source for school districts 

on policy issues and updates, which further strengthens and widens their influence and makes 

their model policies normative documents to order a large population of educators. Both 

disciplinary power and biopower work primarily at the level of threat. In other words, employees 

comply not due to physical restraint but because discipline is threatened and possible. Because 

policy is normative for all educators, then the threat is increased beyond the local level to all 

educators, and thus strategies of biopower become effective.   
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Policy in education is often used to teach and establish norms. Yet, policy is more than 

just an instructional document; policy acts as discourse. Policy is used strategically by school 

systems to discipline, surveil, and punish the body of educators to “produce the types of bodies 

that society requires” (Pylypa, 1998, p. 22). Policy is an effective technique of power in 

educational settings due to its positioning. Because policy is written outside of specific situations 

and is a common technique used widely by many institutions, policy is able to masquerade as a 

neutral document and appear non-threatening. Further, policy is often cited as a means to provide 

clarity as a service to employees. In the analysis that follows, I will deconstruct how policy is 

positioned as a technique of power by school systems to produce, encourage and perfect docile 

bodies. Through events such as new hire orientation and the processes for selecting mentors and 

promoting employees, I will show that social media policy is an effective strategy for 

disciplining employees and producing docile bodies that can be used and transformed to meet the 

goals of the school system.  

New Hire Orientation 

To begin, it is important to consider how educators are first introduced to policy, which is 

typically at a new hire orientation meeting led by district administrators. For me, this thinking 

and writing comes at a prime time, because it is August, and I am starting a new school year and 

am currently engaged in new hire orientation for my school district. This is the eighth time I have 

led a new hire orientation. New hire orientation is not an arbitrary, chance event, but instead, it is 

a highly planned and carefully crafted event to meet the needs of new hires as determined by the 

school district. This is significant because while a new hire orientation can be analyzed 

regardless of effort and intentionality, it can be more critically analyzed when it is known that 

school leaders have made purposeful decisions during planning. For example, there are over 
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three hundred policies in my school system’s policy manual, but only four policies are selected 

by the chief district office administrators for discussion during new hire orientation. Clearly, 

those four policies have special significance for both new hires and the school system, which 

causes questions like these to emerge: What makes the selected policies more significant than 

other policies? What happens when the chosen policies are elevated and publicly reviewed with 

new hires?  

The four policies that are reviewed at new hire orientation in my district are the Code of 

Ethics and Standards of Conduct, Staff Responsibilities, Staff and Student Relations, and 

Employee Use of Social Media. The first two policies are umbrella policies that set the field of 

action for school employees and can be used in conjunction with all other school policies. As 

Foucault (1982) explains, the foundational ideas of governance “did not refer only to political 

structures or to the management of states; rather it designated the way in which the conduct of 

individuals or of groups might be directed” (p. 790). More clearly, “To govern, in this sense, is to 

structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1982, p. 790). This is exactly what is 

happening with the Code of Ethics and Standard of Conduct and Responsibilities of School Staff 

policies. These policies broadly define and produce knowledge and norms, as well as reward 

systems and disciplinary procedures, which are strategies of power to set the boundaries for the 

“possible field of action” by educators. Policies also allow employees to “calibrate themselves in 

relation to ‘where they should be’ and devise ways of getting from one state to the other” (Rose 

& Miller, 2010, p. 285). Policy works in this way to nudge employees towards self-monitoring 

and self-regulation because it describes what is proper, professional and successful. The choice 

of policies for formal review is reactionary, in that policies are chosen based on previous 

administrative experiences, as well as proactive, in that policies are chosen to avoid 
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administrators' worst possible nightmares. In essence, these policies are chosen by chief district 

administrators because they work to effectively produce docile bodies by producing knowledge 

and defining the field of action for surveillance. In this way, additional docile bodies are 

produced with new hires and existing docile bodies are perfected through the use of district 

employees in teaching the policies. Moreover, the last two policies are more specific in nature 

and represent infractions that currently pose the largest threat of detriment to the school system’s 

reputation. Therefore, noncompliance with these policies puts the district and students most at 

risk. To minimize risk, these policies are highlighted and discipline is explained. These policies 

work within the larger field of action set by the first two policies, but further narrow the field of 

action concerning employee use of social media and relationships between staff and students. 

Stories are used to reinforce the normalcy of the boundaries set, to re-emphasize the possibility 

of discipline for disobedience, to make known the constant “gaze” of inspection and to highlight 

reward for compliance (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 195). Because these policies are publicly 

discussed by district leaders with new hires, these policies are elevated in importance, which 

makes surveillance more accepted.  

As noted earlier, one of the frequent reasons given to explain the importance of school 

policies is the need for clarity. Specifically, school policies are often portrayed as an effective 

way to provide clarity on behavioral expectations for employees and students, as well as a 

guarantee to parents and the community that high expectations are held. As St. Pierre (2000) 

describes, clarity works to authorize what is acceptable and “to keep the unfamiliar at a distance 

and illegitimate” (p. 478). The employee use of social media policy clarifies what is acceptable 

and the possible consequences for unacceptable use. In other words, policy promises 

transparency and knowledge for employees. Employees do not have to fear the unknown or 
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worry about what they are allowed to post on social media because the policy tells them. In 

actuality, binary oppositions are produced in policy as a technique of disciplinary power. 

Through social media policy, the binary oppositions of acceptable use/unacceptable use and 

knowledge/ignorance are produced, which work to separate and divide the lives of employees. 

Under the guise of clarity, the “enemy” becomes fear and ignorance, and knowledge is created 

by the binaries. Further, governance and subjection are hidden under the pretext of transparency 

and clarity. In this way, the policy keeps the unfamiliar at a distance by ignoring how the policy 

can be a hindrance and focuses attention on what is deemed legitimate to “save” employees from 

fear or harm. In this way, power acts in what Foucault (1982) refers to as the new pastoral form 

where “salvation” ensures “health, well-being (that is, sufficient wealth, standard of living), 

security, protection against accidents” (p. 784). These assurances are all examples of how the 

employee use of social media policy promises to save employees from problems and allows them 

to keep their employment. 

While the policies chosen for review are visible and intentional, there are numerous other 

decisions that are not as visible, but are nevertheless intentional and part of the disciplinary 

assemblage used by districts for disciplining employees and creating docile bodies. For example, 

the new hire orientation agenda includes a formal introduction to district staff, a review of the 

policy manual, information on payroll, a presentation on benefit enrollment and retirement 

savings, as well as practical topics, like getting a school badge and turning in required 

paperwork. The topics and order of the agenda are intentionally organized to most effectively 

maximize the attention and engagement of the new hires. Therefore, topics that might be 

considered boring are interspersed with more exciting topics. Moreover, numerous small 

decisions are made regarding the setting, from date and time to food to decorations to gift bags. 
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Each decision is carefully made with the new hire in mind. The goal is for the new hire to be 

physically comfortable, because a comfortable employee is more likely to be a docile employee. 

As Foucault (1980) explains, power “produces effects at the level of desire—and also at the level 

of knowledge” (p. 59). In this way, power creates the knowledge that comfort and customer 

service are the positive consequences of employment and compliance, which creates a desire for 

continued conformity and continued employment.  

At the same time, the setup of the room used for new hire orientation is lecture style and 

does not invite discussion or questions. The space setup is reminiscent of traditional schooling 

environments where the “sage is on the stage.” Further, the only attendees are new hires; thus, 

socializing between attendees is low because they do not know each other well and will work at 

different locations. Therefore, new hires are isolated from what they know and may not be 

comfortable emotionally. As Foucault (1995/1977) explains, “Discipline sometimes requires 

enclosure…. The aim is to derive the maximum advantages and neutralize the inconveniences 

(thefts, interruptions of work, disturbances, and 'cabals’)” (p. 141-142). The setting of new hire 

orientation effectively maximizes advantages and neutralizes inconveniences, by providing 

friendly greeters to direct new employees where to go and offering physical comforts like food 

and gifts, which allows interruptions and disturbances, like hunger and confusion, to be 

effectively minimized. Furthermore, through enclosure and separation from friends and veteran, 

“cabalistic” employees, distractions and conversations are neutralized, resistance is minimized 

and inspection for compliance is improved. In this way, docile bodies are produced and are 

readied for subjection, inspection, use and transformation by the system. 
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Docile Bodies as Machines 

My school district's Code of Ethics and Standards of Conduct states, “All school system 

employees hold positions of public trust; they are responsible for the education of students and 

also serve as examples and role models to students” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020c). 

Therefore, the school system must work to produce and transform the bodies of educators into 

docile bodies that will meet the standard of public trust and the normalized definition of a role 

model for students. Foucault (1990/1978) wrote that institutions treat bodies as machines by 

focusing on “its disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the 

parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, its integration into systems of efficient and 

economic controls" (p. 139). In my reading, thinking and writing with theory, I have clearly seen 

how new hire orientation and policy work to prepare and transform the bodies of school 

employees into machines as described by Foucault for the purposes of creating the type of 

professional educator promised to stakeholders and described in policy. In the sections that 

follow, I will break down my analysis to specifically examine how the bodies of school 

employees are treated as machines through the techniques of social media policy and new hire 

orientation. By disciplining, employees are trained in the norms of the school system through 

instruments of hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and examination. By optimizing 

capabilities, employees are subjected and obligated to the normative discourses of employment 

and professionalism through the use of dividing practices. By extorting forces, employees engage 

in self-regulation and the regulation of others. By increasing usefulness alongside docility, 

employees' bodies are perfected and promoted. Finally, by integrating, employees join a 

collective subjugation through strategies of confession, memory and desire, which work jointly 

to make educators more useful and docile. Through the use of universal techniques, biopower 
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produces docile employees who are prepared to be beneficial, self-disciplined agents for the 

advancement of education as an institution. 

Disciplining the Employee 

School systems treat the bodies of employees as machines by focusing on “its 

disciplining” (Foucault, 1990/1978, p. 139). The disciplining process starts immediately, even 

before an employee is hired. For example, to be considered for employment, an applicant must 

apply in the system’s application system. Applicants who do not apply in the appropriate way 

will not be considered for hire. In addition, an employee must be interviewed. The interview 

process requires future employees to arrive at an appointed time (even if virtual) and answer 

questions. If an applicant does all these things in the most acceptable way, then they become an 

employee. At orientation, an employee is also required to come at a specified time, to a specified 

location, to sit in a seat, to listen to speakers and to comply with the demands and processes set 

forth. The disciplining of employees in these ways is relatively unnoticed and anticipated by 

most because this is a method of discipline employed by most institutions. Because the hiring 

process is a cultural norm, resistance is very low and docility is easily produced. The hiring 

process is important in the creation of docile bodies because it subjects applicants to a school 

process. Those who do not comply are weeded out, but more importantly, those who comply are 

made employees and have passed the first test of docility. Through the hiring process, the bodies 

of educators are made ready for future subjection and increased demands of docility. For 

Foucault, this is how biopower, or biopolitics, works to control populations. Specifically, 

Foucault (2003) writes: 

Biopolitics’ other field of intervention will be a set of phenomena some of which are 

universal, and some of which are accidental but which can never be completely 
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eradicated, even if they are accidental. They have similar effects in that they incapacitate 

individuals, put them out of the circuit or neutralize them. (p. 244) 

In other words, the hiring process has become a universal norm because it is used by most 

institutions and organizations. It “incapacitates” applicants because they are either not considered 

for hire, which in effect puts them out of circuit, or they comply with the hiring guidelines, 

which in effect neutralizes them. Compliance with the hiring process is high and little to no 

resistance is expressed verbally because the hiring process enjoys the effects of biopower as a 

normative process. 

Through biopolitics, docility and subjugation can also be generated by policy because 

policy’s arm extends beyond a single individual to the “global mass” (Foucault, 2003, p. 242). 

Every public school district in North Carolina has a policy manual. The idea of a policy manual 

is a cultural norm for schools and institutions, regardless of whether they are public or private. 

The use of policy is even expected and encouraged by employment websites. For example, 

Indeed.com is a popular, international employment website, which is used by many institutions, 

including educational ones, to find employees. Indeed encourages employers to create social 

media policies for their organizations. Specifically, Indeed (2021) claims: “Social media policies 

are becoming ubiquitous in employee handbooks because social media use is often integral to 

personal and professional life.” In other words, social media policies are a standard practice that 

should be expected and accepted by everyone who wants to be employed. Further, policy should 

be expected on any topic that is “integral” to life. The phenomena of policy has become powerful 

for producing docile bodies because its use has become universal and applies not just to 

educators, but to the “global mass.” When a technique of power, like policy, becomes universally 

applied, it creates a norm, which in turn creates knowledge. In other words, because the use of 
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policies is mainstreamed, policies can be viewed as neutral and natural, which allows them to 

work out of sight and be unverifiable. Foucault (1995/1977) described disciplinary power in 

terms of the panopticon when he wrote: “Power should be visible and unverifiable” (p. 201). 

Likewise, power is productive in policy because it is both visible and unverifiable. Policy is a 

written, visible document that employees can see and find on school websites with words that 

promise surveillance. Yet, educational policy is unverifiable because the technique applies to the 

masses and is usually enforced by people who did not create it. Furthermore, surveillance of 

policy is conducted not only by school administrators, but also by the “public” which is largely 

unverifiable. As a result, it is very difficult for policy to be refused completely because it boasts 

a “ubiquitous” position. 

 In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1995/1977) writes, “The chief function of 

disciplinary power is to ‘train’” (p. 170). In order to complete the mission of training, 

disciplinary power employs three instruments to create docile bodies; these three instruments are: 

hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and examination. These instruments treat 

employees as machines because they work to “train” individuals and “levy” their abilities for the 

purposes of the institution (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 170). These three instruments are exercised 

throughout employment starting with new hire orientation to introduce policy and to begin the 

process of correctly training employees. 

Hierarchical observation is implemented through the space and setting of new hire 

orientation and by the people conducting and presenting information. Specifically, new hire 

orientation occurs at the central office building and the presenters are all district administrators 

and supervisors. Both the building and the presenters represent the top level of surveillance and 

enforcement of policy. As Foucault (1995/1977) writes, “Discipline is an art of rank” (p. 146). In 



 

	

103 

his description of rank, Foucault explains how space is more than just a matter of architecture 

and function, but it is also hierarchical. He writes, “[Spaces] mark places and indicate values; 

they guarantee the obedience of individuals” (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 148). Rank is embodied in 

the district office building where the superintendent’s office and school board meeting room are 

located. Furthermore, the school board meeting room provides both a large space for meeting 

with new hires, as well as communicating order, surveillance, power and law because the space 

represents hierarchical observation. The mechanism of power is visible and represented in the 

boardroom, but it is not verifiable in that no one is sitting in the board members chairs or seen in 

an observational role. Hierarchical observation is also communicated through position titles. For 

example, the speakers at new hire orientation have position titles such as superintendent, board 

chair, payroll supervisor, assistant superintendent of instruction, assistant superintendent of 

human resources, as well as directors of elementary education, secondary education, athletics, 

personnel, professional development, and so on. These titles communicate that observation is 

present in every area, from human resources to instruction to athletics. Names tags designating 

position titles are more than simply helpful to new hires; they work to subtly communicate rank 

and surveillance and demand the obedience of individuals.  

Furthermore, the concept of rank is interwoven in the presentation of educational policy 

at new hire orientation in multiple ways. In school systems, policies are called “board policies” 

and are set by elected officials of the school board. The school board represents the top level of 

rank and is the level most separate from employees. Board members are separate from 

employees in how they arrive at their position; they are elected instead of hired. Further, their 

role is not a full-time role and rarely do they have an office in the district; therefore, they are not 

as accessible to employees and in this way are unverifiable. More importantly, the idea of rank is 
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connected to educational policy because surveillance is connected to those with rank. For 

example, the Cleveland County Schools (2020a) Employee Use of Social Media policy says, 

“The Superintendent or designee may periodically conduct public Internet searches to determine 

if an employee has engaged in conduct that violated this policy” (p. 4). In this way, hierarchical 

observation is promised and visible in the rank of superintendent, but unverifiable due to the 

uncertainty in the terms “designee” and “periodically.” Interestingly, even those who rise to the 

rank of superintendent or designee are under the gaze of the policy they present and subsequently 

subject themselves to the policies they enforce and teach.  

Normalizing judgement is another instrument of disciplinary power, which is employed 

to produce docile bodies. In describing normalizing judgement, Foucault (1995/1977) writes, 

“Disciplinary punishment has the function of reducing gaps. It must therefore be essentially 

corrective” (p. 179). In other words, the purpose of normalizing judgement is to assess behavior 

against the norm and then to close any gaps between the norm and behavior through corrective 

practices. The purpose of orientation is to train employees on the school system’s rules by 

making the norms known (policies, procedures and processes) and sharing the consequences for 

gaps (punishment) for the purpose of reducing gaps without using punishment. The idea of a 

constant gaze is subtly, but purposely, introduced for the corrective purpose of reducing gaps. 

This aligns with a major objective of Foucauldian disciplinary power, which is for employees to 

internalize self-control through the simple idea of a constant gaze. In other words, the purpose of 

orientation is to produce knowledge that will produce desire in employees leading to compliance 

and self-regulation. The desire and subsequent compliance may be due to the reward for 

compliance or to avoid negative consequences. Overall, the reason is unimportant; it is the 

production of docility that is sought. In this way, norms work to control the behavior of 
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employees by setting the field of action. Norms are communicated in policy as expectations and 

coupled with consequences for the purpose of producing, encouraging and perfecting docile 

bodies. For example, the Employee Use of Social Media policy states, “Employees shall not post 

confidential information about students, employees or school system business…. Any employee 

who has been found by the Superintendent to have violated this policy may be subject to 

disciplinary action, up to and including dismissal” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020a, p. 3-4). 

The expectation of confidentiality is established in law and policy. The purpose of this policy 

expectation is to establish a norm for teaching employees what is improper to post on social 

media. One way confidentiality is established as a norm is through repetition across multiple 

policies. Specifically, confidentiality is mentioned, explained and demanded in over 35 policies 

in the Cleveland County Board of Education Policy Manual. Through continual use, the idea of 

confidentiality becomes common and natural. Once an idea or concept becomes normative, then 

judgement can be applied for the purpose of correction and closing gaps between behavior and 

expectations. This judgement is not only in terms of formal disciplinary action and dismissal. In 

reality, the goal of disciplinary power in implementing normalizing judgement is to avoid the 

formal use of disciplinary action. The goal is to use “subtle procedures” to achieve compliance 

and create docile bodies (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 178). At new hire orientation, peer pressure is 

a subtle procedure that is used. By having other employees (peers) teach policy and champion 

compliance, subtle pressure is applied to encourage compliance. Policy is read aloud and 

compliance is stated as the expectation, which works to close gaps between prior understanding 

and produces new knowledge. Because the policy and expectations are presented publicly as a 

norm, then if an employee fails to comply by posting confidential information, then disciplinary 

action can be used with the consent and support of others. Consent and support are indicators of 
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normalizing judgement. This example illustrates how policy sets what is normal and defines 

what is right and wrong and who is to blame. Therefore, employees are disciplined to produce 

compliance and docility. The process or policy acts as the judge over the situation.  

Foucault (1995/1977) writes, “The power of normalization imposes homogeneity; but it 

individualizes by making it possible to measure gaps, to determine levels” (p. 184). This is 

clearly seen in the example above. All employees are expected to refrain from posting 

confidential information, therefore, if an employee does not comply it is easy to identify the gap 

in compliance. Another example is seen when the Employee Use of Social Media policy states: 

“School employees may use only school-controlled social media to communicate directly with 

current students about school-related matters” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020a, p. 2). The 

policy imposes homogeneity by requiring all employees to use “school-controlled” technology 

for communication. School employees are made docile through their internal acceptance and 

obedience to imposed restrictions. Restrictions make it possible to determine where gaps are, 

because only school sanctioned social media is permitted. Therefore, non-school approved 

platforms can be labeled as inappropriate, as can the individuals who use them. Through 

normalization and homogeneity, the policy works to make docile bodies of educators. 

Examination is the third instrument of disciplinary power. Foucault (1995/1977) 

describes examination as a combination of normalizing judgement and hierarchical observation 

when he writes, “It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to 

classify, to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through which one differentiates 

and judges them” (p. 185). In policy, expected behavior is communicated and a normalizing gaze 

is established. For instance, the Cleveland County Schools (2020a) Employee Use of Social 

Media policy states, “School employees are prohibited from accessing social networking 
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websites for personal use during instructional time.” The clear expectation is that employees will 

not access personal social media sites during the school day. Examination will allow the 

superintendent or designee to monitor compliance and classify employees as proper/improper. 

This examination occurs throughout employment. Employees are reminded of expectations and 

examination through their mandatory review and acknowledgement of policy as part of their 

annual employee training. Policy also deputizes other employees and even parents, students and 

community members, who might view an employee’s social media page with the task of 

examination. Because employees do not know who is visiting or policing their social media 

pages, they are compelled to self-regulate their social media behavior. In this way, policy utilizes 

the instruments of hierarchical observation, normalizing judgements and examination to produce 

docile bodies that act as machines to produce proper educators.  

As described above, through careful disciplining and training in policy, the process of 

making employees into docile bodies is begun. Discipline continues its work beyond new hire 

orientation by encouraging and rewarding docility through observation and judgement. Policy 

acts as a technique of biopower to reduce resistance by claiming a natural, normative position, 

which works to perfect docile bodies through examination. Thus, disciplined bodies become 

useful machines primed for optimization.  

Optimizing the Capabilities of Employees 

A second way that school systems produce docile bodies, and treat the bodies of 

employees as machines, is by focusing on “the optimization of its capabilities” (Foucault, 

1990/1978, p. 139). In other words, school systems work to make the most effective use of 

employees' abilities to meet the goals of the school system. As described above, one way that the 

capabilities of new hires are optimized is by isolating them from veteran teachers at new hire 
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orientation. However, it would be impossible to isolate beginning teachers from veteran teachers 

forever, so formal mentor relationships are established and required by North Carolina state 

board policy. These relationships are set and controlled by school and district administrators. 

Mentors act as an extension of the hierarchical gaze and allow for surveillance beyond new hire 

orientation because they are selected based on successful experience as defined by performance 

ratings on their summative evaluations, which are determined by school administrators. Mentors 

must have at least all proficient ratings, with preference given to those who are rated 

“accomplished” and “distinguished.” However, if a selected mentor only has proficient ratings, 

then the school system must formally document why the proficient teacher is “the most 

appropriate mentor” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2021, p. 29). In essence, only the 

teachers who have achieved the most compliant behavior are appropriate mentors. Further, to 

ensure optimization, mentor teachers must complete the approved mentor training. This training 

and selection criteria works to produce and transform veteran teachers into useful, docile bodies 

whose capabilities are optimized through the role of mentor. Thus, mentors can be used to 

effectively aid in transforming and optimizing the capabilities of beginning teachers into 

additional docile bodies. Both the mentor and the beginning teacher are subjected to the roles 

dictated by the state and school system. In this way, subjectivity is effective at optimizing the 

capabilities of employees through the use of policy. As Freie and Eppley (2014) describe:  

Subjectivation is the way people are “invited or incited” to recognize moral obligations 

(Foucault, 2000, p. 264). Subjectivation is about choices. For example, individuals make 

particular political choices or aesthetic choices, which Foucault calls “a beautiful life,” in 

order to be recognized in a particular way or to have authority over others. Because I am 

this, I am obligated to choose this. (p. 657) 
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Policy works to obligate the bodies of school system employees and educators. The employee 

use of social media policy “invites” employees to recognize their role as an educator as separate 

from their personal life. In Cleveland County Schools’ (2020a) Employee Use of Social Media 

policy, the word “personal” is used 22 times, in contrast to “professional” and “employee,” 

which are used more than 65 times. What happens when the word “personal” is used 

significantly less and in contrast to “employee”? The answer is that a division occurs and a 

binary opposition is produced: employee/personal. Through this opposition, the term “employee” 

is optimized and elevated in prominence by repetition and separation from the lesser used term 

of “personal.” Thus, policy defines, encloses, prioritizes and divides. Policy defines personal as 

anything not controlled by the school and outside employment as an educator. Employee 

becomes a superior, yet isolated, subject position, which is opposed to the personal. Therefore, 

the employee becomes subject to the idea of Because I am this (an employee), I am obligated to 

choose (or not choose) this. In this way, power is productive by using policy as a “dividing 

practice” to divide others by way of a binary opposition (Foucault, 1982, p. 777). Policy sets up 

not only what is proper/improper, but who is proper/improper. Power produces even as it 

prohibits. Further, the policy defines school-controlled social media as platforms “that create an 

archived audit trail” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020a, p. 1). In other words, school-controlled 

is always visible. This visibility further divides employee from personal by subjecting the 

employee to surveillance. Surveillance is not just in effect the moment action occurs, but rather 

surveillance is always present, even after the action is over because there is an “archived audit 

trail.”  

Foucault (1982) describes this “dividing practice” as the moment when “the subject is 

either divided inside himself or divided from others” (p. 778). In terms of social media, this 
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confinement can be a division between educators and non-educators, between students and 

teachers, and even within oneself. Specifically, for an educator to be a role model for others, the 

educator cannot be like others. The very idea of a role model is a divided status. As the code of 

ethics describes, educators are to be role models for students, parents, and community. This 

produces an elevated status, which works on the level of desire, and compels employees to 

comply and subject themselves to division from others and within themselves. In this way, 

division is not resisted, because the elevated norm makes it desirable. An employee’s capabilities 

are optimized because resistance is low and self-regulation is desired. As a result, the 

professional educator is divided inside herself by needing to limit her activities and interests to 

those deemed proper by policy.  

In the case of social media policy, the employed educator must choose to comply with the 

policy by limiting “friends,” posts, “likes,” and even the type of social media they use. In the 

subject educator position, an employee must think: Because I am an educator, I am obligated to 

choose to use social media as defined by policy. By this thinking and choosing, the employees' 

capabilities are optimized. Moreover, Foucault described subjectivity beyond an invitation as 

when employees are “incited.” Employees are incited to comply by both the threat and the 

actuality of discipline. By sharing stories of previous infractions and disciplinary consequences, 

employees are urged to comply. For example, the social media policy encourages employees to 

make their personal pages private and insists that student information not be shared. To incite 

employees to comply, short stories of non-compliance are shared by district human resource 

administrators. One story that is shared is of an employee who wrote disparaging comments 

about a student and parent on her personal page. The parent was not a friend of the employee, but 

someone who was a “friend” shared a screenshot of the post with the parent who made a 
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complaint to the principal. As a result, the employee is no longer employed with the school 

district. This story is effectively used to urge compliance through the reminder of the ever-

present administrative gaze and fear of punishment and termination. Yet, the power of the urging 

is not only repressive, but also productive because “it operates by producing ‘knowledge and 

desire’” (Pylypa, 1998, p. 23). In other words, the sharing of stories is viewed as the sharing of 

knowledge, which produces the desire in employees to avoid the consequences of those in the 

story and thus optimizes their capabilities. It also produces the desire to be a good employee and 

not be someone who a story would be told about in subsequent new hire orientations as a 

warning. In a nutshell, every time an educator chooses and desires to comply, their capabilities as 

an employee are optimized because they become more docile and more the type of employee 

needed by the school system. 

Extorting an Employees’ Forces 

The third way that school systems treat the bodies of employees as docile machines is by 

focusing on “the extortion of its forces” (Foucault, 1990/1978, p. 139). School systems extort the 

forces of employees by channeling an employee’s strength and energy towards the aim of the 

system, which is to be the best choice for families and the community for educating students. In 

order to be the best choice, educational institutions must closely guard their reputation, and thus 

the reputation of their employees. The guarantee made to parents and the community is clearly 

stated in the Code of Ethics and Standards of Conduct as: 

An unswerving commitment to honorable behavior by each and every employee is 

expected…. This policy applies at all times and locations where the employee’s conduct 

might reflect poorly on the school, the school system, the employee’s status as a role 

model for students….Employees shall perform their jobs in a competent and ethical 
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manner without violating either the public trust or applicable law, policies, and 

regulations. (Cleveland County Schools, 2020c, p. 1) 

The code of ethics promises stakeholders that school employees will be honorable, competent, 

ethical and professional people at all times or face punishment. How can a school system make 

and fulfill such a guarantee? The answer is through the use of biopower. Educational institutions 

regularly make and maintain these types of promises because through techniques of biopolitics 

they are able to effectively create docile bodies who work like machines to produce and sustain 

an excellent reputation for school systems. To do this, school systems coerce employees’ into 

subjecting themselves and others in alignment to policies which support the normative discourse 

of educator professionalism. In this way, as Foucault (1990/1978) wrote, biopower is marked by 

“the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations” (p. 138). Because biopower works on 

populations, as opposed to individuals, knowledge and common sense expectations are created, 

which can work unconsciously to extort employee’s forces. As Foucault (1991) writes, “[People] 

obey rules which are not given to their consciousness” (p. 71). In other words, employees do not 

typically follow policy because they have given it careful thought and consideration, rather, they 

comply with policy because it is a common sense response for school employees. As a result, 

employees subject themselves and others to policy because they have embraced the mindset of 

“If I want this, I must do this” (Freie & Eppley, 2014, p. 657).   

 This mindset is an example of how an employee’s forces can be extorted for subjugation 

to policy. Specifically, a few weeks after new hire orientation and the review of social media 

policy, an inappropriate Tik Tok video of a new teacher was reported, which led to the principal 

asking the teacher to take the video down. The teacher immediately complied and sent a text to 

the principal which read: “Sorry about that. Posted it before I got the job and forgot to take it 
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down. Won’t happen again.” This situation presents multiple ways that employee’s forces are 

used to produce compliance and subjugation. First, the Tik Tok video was reported by a peer of 

the teacher. The peer’s forces were extorted for the purposes of monitoring and surveillance. 

Second, the new teacher is made into a subject by dividing practices, which Foucault (1982) 

explains as: “The subject is either divided inside himself or divided from others” (p. 777-778). 

The new teacher is divided by multiple binary oppositions, such as professional/personal, 

teacher/non-teacher, and proper/improper. The teacher notes these oppositions in her short text 

by noting “before I got the job.” The job divides and produces the subjectivity of professional, 

teacher and proper. It also produces the subjectivity of personal, non-teacher, improper, which 

notes the “other” that the new teacher was prior to the job. Finally, the new teacher subjects 

herself by saying “won’t happen again.” In this way, the teacher is promising to self-regulate her 

posting of videos on Tik Tok now that she is a teacher. Foucault explained that “subjectification 

is the way people are ‘invited or incited’ to recognize moral obligations” (Freie & Eppley, 2014, 

p. 657). For example, the text message displays this new teacher's “incitement to confession” 

(Burman, 2017, p. 66). She confesses that the video was not proper by removing it and 

expressing sorrow in her text. She does this because she wants to be viewed by the principal and 

herself in a particular way, specifically as a proper educator. Thus, she adopts the mindset of If I 

want this [to be viewed as a proper educator], I must do this [remove the video and self-regulate]. 

In this way, the new teacher is made into a docile body through the extortion of her own forces 

and the forces of the reporting employee, which works to produce the type of proper educator 

(one with a positive moral reputation) needed by the school system. Furthermore, as situations 

like this one become known they work to reinforce the disciplinary gaze for all employees and 

improve self-regulation. 
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 In summary, an employee’s own forces are extorted through self-regulation and the self-

motivated monitoring of others. Thus, the employee becomes a self-made docile body. 

Regulation and docility are not the results of sovereign rule, but are produced and encouraged 

through the extortion of one’s own forces by way of biopower and dividing practices. Docile 

bodies are perfected as employees extend regulation beyond self to monitoring and policing 

others. Consequently, the usefulness of employees increases as their individual forces are 

extorted.  

The Parallel Increase of an Employee’s Usefulness and Docility 

The fourth way school systems treat the bodies of employees as machines is by focusing 

on “the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility” (Foucault, 1990/1978, p. 139). When 

policy is presented at new hire orientation, the connection of usefulness and docility is 

communicated through both nonverbal and verbal means. Nonverbally, the connection is made 

through the use of district staff to present and teach policy. District staff could be considered the 

most useful people to the system because they have the highest levels of rank and docility. For 

example, as assistant superintendent of human resources, I present policy at new hire orientation. 

The Employee Use of Social Media policy is one of the four policies that I personally cover. 

Moreover, I represent the highest state of docility because I do not have any personal social 

media accounts, nor does the superintendent; therefore, it is impossible for us to ever be 

noncompliant with that policy. In fact, we have reached the height of docility by not even 

engaging in social media. In the “elaboration of ourselves,” we have not just complied with the 

policy, but we have taken a self-forming step of deeper docility, which makes us more useful. In 

this way, it is not a matter of compliance, but of usefulness. 
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Verbally, the connection to usefulness and docility is shared, and thus increased, during 

my presentation through my stories, examples and support of the policy. For example, I typically 

tell new hires that I do not have any personal social media accounts, but that I will have no 

problem finding out if they do something inappropriate online because it will be forwarded to me 

by someone else. I disclose that on a weekly basis I receive screenshots of social media posts or 

videos posted on social media by school employees that someone feels is inappropriate. By 

revealing these things, I am communicating multiple layers of information. First, I am 

communicating that the highest levels of usefulness to the district are most docile by not even 

engaging in social media. I am also communicating that the keys to rank are in going beyond the 

policy in compliance. Second, I am embodying and performing what Foucault (1995/1977) wrote 

in Discipline and Punish: “Inspection functions ceaselessly. The gaze is alert everywhere” (p. 

195). Even without my own personal social media accounts, I am still able to function as part of 

the gaze. This is seen in the previous example regarding the new teacher and the Tik Tok video. I 

did not have to look for the video; it was sent to me by another employee. The “inspection” and 

“gaze” were active and alert even on the weekend and without a formal process. The employee 

who shared the video is a useful employee because her docility has increased. She is not only 

personally docile, but her docility is increased as she makes others into docile bodies too. In 

related literature, Carpenter and Harvey (2019) looked at the use of social media for professional 

learning by educators and as part of their study found: “Twenty-one participants (43.8%) 

mentioned their disapproval of some content that other educators posted because they did not 

consider it sufficiently professional in character” (p. 6). As a result, the educators “unfollowed” 

or “defriended” the educators they felt acted inappropriately. Succinctly, almost 50% of the 

educators in that study noticed and were willing to report (at least to the researchers) that other 
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educators were insufficiently professional. The increased docility of participants is seen in their 

self-motivated “unfollowing” and “defriending,” which parallels their usefulness in reporting 

others as unprofessional. This further evidences the constant presence of inspection and 

surveillance from various sources, even when the use of social media is for professional reasons.  

Third, the new teacher becomes more useful as she becomes more docile. She is useful 

when she takes down the video and commits herself to self-regulation by saying, “Won’t happen 

again.” The teacher's response shows that she has been effectively disciplined. She has accepted 

the subjection of the job as a norm and sees that the job of educator will not allow such videos as 

was allowed before. The dividing effect is in action, and the division makes her more useful. She 

becomes a useful role model by removing the video and ensuring her online presence and 

reputation is docile.  The entire situation was handled in less than five minutes, which is an 

example of how powerful and effective discipline and norms are.  

It is important to note that I, as a high-level administrator, was not asked by the school 

system to refuse social media activity. I did it on my own as an act of self-regulation. However, 

my self-regulation and docility were rewarded by my becoming more useful. Bodies are 

perfected by promotion. The more docile or compliant an individual the more likely to be 

promoted. I argue that the most docile of all positions in education is my position: the one of 

human resources director. This was recently reinforced through a conversation with a professor 

regarding my dissertation topic. The professor commented that it is surprising that a human 

resources professional would look to deconstruct power relations. I later wondered, why is it 

surprising that a human resources professional would want to study power, resistance, and 

docility? The rhetorical answer is that human resource professionals are typically rule followers 

and role models of docile bodies who would not recognize or oppose power in policy. Human 
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resources administrators increase their own personal subjection through their subjection of 

others. Yet, they also are keenly aware of how employees resist subjection and are able to know 

ways to most effectively resist. As a result, sometimes the “over the top” compliance of human 

resource administrators is actually an act of resistance. For example, most human resource 

administrators might agree with Foucault (1995/1977) in his description of the panopticon as a 

strategy of disciplinary power in that “visibility is a trap” (p. 200). So while I am docile in my 

lack of social media use, I am at the same time resistant to power by not being visible. District 

and school administrators are more conscious of inspection and “the gaze” because they handle 

the situations that are reported and often play a role in surveillance and investigation. As a result, 

they may resist by remaining well hidden or invisible on social media. This may account for why 

more district and school administrators avoid the active use of social media than teachers and 

entry-level employees do. Without a doubt, one strategy of power that is used effectively by 

school systems and policy is the parallel increase of usefulness with docility.  

The Integration of an Employee into Systems of Control 

Finally, school systems treat the bodies of employees as machines by focusing on “its 

integration into systems of efficient and economic controls” (Foucault, 1990/1978, p. 139). In 

this way, employees are not only subject to the system’s controls, but they become integrated to 

the point that they become part of the system of control. This integration is most effective 

because it does not rely on coercion, but on a desire to conform. As Pylypa (1998) explains:  

This desire to conform leads people to sustain their own oppression voluntarily, through 

self-disciplining and self-surveillance. Self-monitoring is achieved on two interacting 

levels: practice and discourse. Individuals feel compelled to regulate their bodies to 
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conform to norms, but also to talk about what they "should" and "should not" do and to 

"confess" any deviation from these norms. (p. 24) 

Furthermore, this confession is not only of their own deficiencies but also a confession of the 

deficiencies of others. Therefore, employees move in an additive manner from subjected to 

subjecting. This is seen clearly in relation to the Employee Use of Social Media policy. 

Employees are not only subjected to the policy, but they are also “compelled to regulate their 

bodies” and their speech to the norms established in policy. Speech encompasses both words 

supporting the policy, as well as words in judgement of those who do not comply. As described 

earlier, a Tik Tok video was deemed inappropriate by another employee and reported to me as 

the chief human resource administrator. As a result, the system does not need a special system 

devoted to monitoring social media. All the system needs are employees who are integrated into 

the system’s policies and controls. This is because power relations are between mutual subjects. 

As Foucault (1980) wrote:  

Moreover, in speaking of domination I do not have in mind that solid and global kind of 

domination that one person exercises over others, or one group over another, but the 

manifold forms of domination that can be exercised within society. Not the domination of 

the King in his central position, therefore, but that of his subjects in their mutual 

relations: not in uniform edifice of sovereignty, but the multiple forms of subjugation that 

have a place and a function within the social organism. (p. 96) 

This explains how the employee social media policy is enforced in my district. Specifically, most 

“failures to comply” are “found out” because an employee is reported by another employee. 

Most employees assume issues are found by monitoring that occurs at the central office level. 

However, in our system, no monitoring occurs of an employee’s social media use by a 
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technology platform or by a person. In fact, it would be impossible for the school system to 

effectively surveil all school employees' social media accounts (we have over 2000 full time 

employees). However, employee social media is monitored. It is monitored by the individual and 

by the public (community) and other school staff. Reports are regularly made not by a “king in 

his central position,” but by “subjects in their mutual relations.” As a result, employee social 

media use is monitored in a totally informal, non-centralized, yet successful, way. This informal 

method has those who are subject to the policy also subjecting others to the policy. In other 

words, employees become so integrated into systems of control that they become the system of 

control themselves. As Foucault describes in Discipline and Punish, it is not a constant, formal 

process of monitoring that makes disciplinary power effective. On the contrary, it is the 

intermittent threat of monitoring that makes it successful. 

Additionally, while we do not monitor employee use of social media through a formal 

system, we are totally okay with employees thinking we do. In Foucault’s (1995/1977) analysis 

of the panopticon, he writes: “Bentham laid down the principle that power should be visible and 

unverifiable” (p. 201). For the panopticon, the inmate could always see the watchtower, but 

could never see who was in the tower. Therefore, the inmate was left to assume a guard was in 

the tower watching and was compelled to practice self-regulation. For school employees, policy 

is the watchtower because it is visible. Multiple strategies are employed to make the policy 

continuously visible. For example, every employee in my system must annually certify that they 

have read the Employee Use of Social Media policy in our online professional development 

system and will comply. However, there is not one person who is designated to monitor policy, 

so employees do not know who is watching or if anyone is watching. The source of surveillance 

is unverifiable. As Foucault goes on to explain: 
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The Panopticon is a machine for dissociating the see/being seen dyad…. It is an 

important mechanism, for it automatizes and disindividualizes power. Power has its 

principle not so much in a person as in a certain concerted distribution of bodies, 

surfaces, lights, gazes…. Consequently, it does not matter who exercises power. Any 

individual, taken almost at random, can operate the machine. (p. 201-202) 

Policy acts in a similar manner. Like the panopticon, the see/being seen dyad is disrupted and 

cannot be verified. Therefore, it does not matter who exercises power. Power can be effectively 

exercised at all levels of rank. For instance, a teacher can report misuse of social media by a 

principal. In this way, power is exercised by all employees on all employees. Further, Foucault 

wrote: “Bentham was surprised that panoptic institutions could be so light: there were no more 

bars, no more chains, no more heavy locks; all that was needed was that the separations should 

be clear and the openings well arranged [emphasis added]” (p. 202). Policy works to make 

separations clear and openings well arranged. Specifically, policy works to separate professional 

from personal by contrasting the terms in policy. By emphasizing “personal” in policy, it 

highlights the separation between personal actions and employee actions. Policy supports and 

strengthens the discourse of educator professionalism by relying on cultural norms and local 

expectations. Further, policy makes the openings for reporting infractions well known. As a 

result, power enjoys a “perpetual victory” by integrating employees into systems of surveillance 

and control as both subjects and subjectors (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 203).  

The integration of employees into systems of control are also effective because of the 

previous memories that employees have as students. School systems are well known to 

employees because they have typically spent at least thirteen years in educational institutions 

prior to employment. As a result, one of the primary factors that invites docility and integration 
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into systems of control and keeps resistance low for new employees at new hire orientation is 

what Weedon calls “memory” and “collective subject.” In describing journalistic writing, 

Weedon (1997) writes:  

No individual ever approaches a discourse unaffected by the memory of previous 

discursive interpellations. Yet press articles use specific linguistic techniques to close off 

possible paths of resistance to the forms of subjectivity and the meanings and values 

which they articulate. The most common of these is the implicit assumption of a 

collective subject: we are the reasonable, moral individuals for whom the text speaks. 

This is a strategy which is hard for the reader to resist. (p. 98) 

At orientation, we are initiating employees into a discourse—the discourse of an effective 

employee in our district. As we train and present policy, we focus on the ideas of team and 

family, both of which are ideas of collective subject. We use videos, speakers and gifts/tokens to 

orientate new hires to Team CCS. Even more, through the presentation of policy, the idea that by 

taking the job of educator, employees are “now one of us….now a professional educator….now 

a role model for students….now looked up to in the community” takes root. These are ideas that 

are very hard for employees to resist, especially at the start of the job. Moreover, employees do 

not resist because of their own memories. Employees find the high expectations and subjection 

of the school system to be reasonable because they had high ideals for their teachers when they 

were students. The discourse of the professional is a well ingrained discourse. In fact, the 

training in this discourse started long before our new hire orientation. It started when these 

employees were students in schools. The discourse is larger than just our school system or our 

state; it is historical and mainstream. As a result, the memories of our new hires make the 

system’s governance seem common sense and acceptable, which works to transform employees 
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into docile bodies.  

Conclusion 

 School systems use policy to transform educators into docile bodies and useful machines 

for publicizing the superiority of schools as institutions for the education and training of 

children. Biopower works effectively through policy because the usefulness of a docile educator 

is bound not only to a specific school or district, but to education as a universal institution. 

Foucault (1995/1977) quoted Guibert when he wrote: 

Discipline must be made national...the state that I depict will have a simple, reliable, 

easily controlled administration. It will resemble those huge machines, which by quite 

uncomplicated means produced great effects; the strength of this state will spring from its 

own strength, its prosperity from its own prosperity. (p. 169) 

Policy is an effective strategy because it is simple, reliable and easily controlled and employed 

by school systems to discipline employees. Because policy is a national norm, discipline is also 

nationally accepted. Through the use of norms, docile bodies are created and the bodies of 

educators can be maximized as machines for the production of positive role models and the 

retention of the public trust. Yet power is not without challenge. As a result, power works in 

connection with desire to respond to resistance and produce docile bodies. As Foucault (1980) 

explains, “What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it 

doesn't only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it 

induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse” (p. 199). As a result, biopower works to 

produce norms that not only enclose educators, but that elevate educators as role models. 

Recognition and rewards are offered to those who comply and are docile, which reinforces and 

strengthens the traditional discourse of educator professionalism.  
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 At the beginning of this chapter, I stated my purpose to consider my research question: 

“What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by school 

employees?” To answer this question, I have employed thinking and writing with Foucault 

(1982) to investigate what happens when the “whole series of power processes (enclosure, 

surveillance, reward and punishment, pyramidal hierarchy)” are exercised through policy and 

social media use by school employees. My analysis in this chapter has revealed how biopower 

works subtly to produce knowledge and norms that work on the level of desire to produce, 

encourage and perfect docile bodies of employees. This is accomplished initially through new 

hire orientation, where the field of action is set by an introduction to policy. Policy is coupled 

and layered with multiple power processes through setting, stories and the production of binary 

oppositions. The subjectivities of employee and professional are presented and touted as highly 

desirable, natural and achievable through docility. However, it is not only new hires who are 

invited and incited to docility. The bodies of current, veteran employees are treated as machines 

for the purpose of training new hires in policy, as well as for continuous implementation, self-

regulation and monitoring of others.  
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Chapter 6: Professional Development: An Instrument of Policy as Discourse 

Every year, school employees participate in mandatory training on a number of important 

topics, such as bloodborne pathogens, sexual harassment, critical incident responses, fire safety 

and social media use. These topics are deemed important by governing bodies at the federal, 

state or local levels for health, safety and professional development reasons. In this chapter, I 

analyze and deconstruct the required online training offered in some North Carolina school 

districts on the topic of social media use by employees through the use of a Foucauldian analysis 

of power, discourse, and subjection. As I described in Chapter 2, policy acts as discourse to 

produce the need for professional development. In this way, policy on social media use has 

precipitated the need for employee training on social media use. In Chapter 4, I looked at the 

development of the discourse of educator professionalism and showed how the discourse works 

to define, through the use of binary oppositions, what is proper/improper and 

professional/personal. The binary opposition works to create a dividing practice, which separates 

employees from themselves and others. Professional development training courses act as 

instruments of discourse and power to produce knowledge that establishes the field of action for 

employees. In this chapter, I will address the following research questions: 

1. What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and social media use by 

school employees? 

2. How does policy and professional development training on employee use of social media 

function to both maintain and produce power relations, discourse, and knowledge?  

3. How does the use of social media by school employees enable and resist the discourse of 

educator professionalism?  
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School employees participate in annual training that is mandated by multiple levels of 

government through policy for various reasons. For example, employees are required to 

participate in bloodborne pathogen training, which is required by the Occupational Safety and 

Health Administration (OSHA) in compliance with both federal and state legal requirements. 

The purpose of this training is to teach employees about the risk of infectious diseases associated 

with exposure to blood and bodily fluids and to educate employees on how to protect their health 

by avoiding exposure and decreasing risk. In the bloodborne pathogens training, employees are 

encouraged to practice “universal precautions” by “treating all bodily fluids as if they contain an 

infectious pathogen; and treating every person as if they are infected with a contagious disease” 

(Public School Works, 2021, p. 10). In other words, safety comes through full compliance, even 

beyond what is necessary. While training related to bloodborne pathogens may seem totally 

unrelated to training on social media use, there is a subtle, common discourse that is present in 

most professional development courses, which is the promise of safety in full compliance and the 

desirability of division from anything that could be infectious, whether that is a physical or 

theoretical disease. This is important because one way that a discourse produces truth and 

knowledge that is socially recognized and accepted is in its ability to permeate all areas of life so 

that it becomes normal and universal. In relation to professional development, the truth that is 

put into circulation is that compliance with policy is desirable because it benefits employees by 

keeping them safe. This strategy of power is further exposed by the subtle title of the suite that 

contains all the employee training modules offered by Public School Works, that is, 

EmployeeSafe. “Safe” is in bold to highlight what is desirable. This title is displayed in the upper 

right-hand corner on every slide of every training module. Its consistent presence on every slide, 

regardless of course topic, makes it almost unseen and unnoticed. Foucault (1995/1977) 
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describes this unnoticed repetition of safety as a “subtle procedure” of power for disciplining 

employees and creating docile bodies (p. 178).    

Unlike bloodborne pathogen training, annual training on social media use by employees 

is not required by state or federal law. However, most school systems choose locally to require 

employees to complete training on social media use every year to ensure the expectations of 

local policy are clear and widely circulated. School systems require this extra training as a 

strategy similar to the method described for preventing transmission of an infectious bloodborne 

pathogen: training acts as a universal precaution. The bloodborne pathogen training defines a 

universal precaution as “specific actions intended to minimize everyone’s exposure risk” (Public 

School Works, 2021, p. 10). For school systems, annual training is a specific action taken to 

minimize employees' risk of job loss due to social media use. This is significant because loss of 

employment is costly to both the employee and employer (Hall, 2019). While bloodborne 

pathogen training claims to protect an employee's health by helping the employee avoid exposure 

to infectious materials that can lead to death, social media training claims to protect an 

employee’s reputation by helping the employee avoid exposure to criticism and judgement that 

can lead to loss of employment. In this way, training is provided as a service to employees 

because it protects them from loss. Foucault (1990/1978) writes, “‘Power is tolerable only on 

condition that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide 

its own mechanisms’” (p. 86). Power in professional development training hides its own 

mechanisms by disguising itself as a service and help to employees. However, professional 

development really acts in service of policy as discourse by forming and reforming (through 

revision and updates) subject positions and ensuring employees are trained in how to behave 

(speak, act, think).  
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In order to form and reform employees into the docile bodies needed, policy governs by 

defining the field of action that is possible for employees. Foucault (1982) writes, “To govern … 

is to structure the possible field of action of others” (p. 790). One way that policy sets the field of 

action is through professional training. This is clearly seen in the online training course used in 

Cleveland County Schools. For example, one section of the social media training for employees 

is entitled “Online Etiquette—Simple Rules to Follow” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 20). 

According to Merriam-Webster (2021), etiquette is defined as “The rules indicating the proper 

and polite way to behave.” In other words, one purpose of the training course is to tell employees 

how to behave properly. By telling employees this, the field of action is set and the boundary line 

is defined so that employees are enabled to see and label themselves and others as proper or 

improper. Furthermore, the training course encourages employees to embrace the field of action 

by statements such as this: “It’s better to accept the boundaries of acceptable Internet behavior 

than to test them. It pays to be careful while online” (Public School Works, 2021, p. 21). This 

statement is highlighted in the training module by being placed in a separate box and highlighted 

with an exclamation mark. This statement is excellent grounds for deconstruction, because the 

strategies of power are clearly seen. Specifically, “boundaries” refers to the field of action that is 

set, while “it’s better” and “it pays” refers to the strategy of desirability that power uses to 

produce compliance and self-regulation. In addition, this training slide also states, “Don’t 

communicate or post when emotions run high. You can be disciplined for speaking out against 

your employer, gossiping about co-workers, or complaining about students online” (Public 

School Works, 2017, p. 21). This statement makes the path for self-regulation clear—“don’t 

communicate or post when emotions run high.” However, this statement uses the threat of 
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discipline to encourage employees to comply by highlighting what is outside the professional 

discursive field of action. 

Regulated Communications & Power Processes 

As an instrument of power, professional development training on social media use for 

employees is a strategy produced by policy as discourse that enables knowledge and provokes 

obedience. Foucault (1982) describes this type of strategy as: 

The activity which ensures apprenticeship and the acquisition of aptitudes or types of 

behavior is developed there by means of a whole ensemble of regulated communications 

(lessons, questions and answers, orders, exhortations, coded signs of obedience, 

differentiation marks of the ‘value’ of each person and of the levels of knowledge) and by 

the means of a whole series of power processes (enclosure, surveillance, reward and 

punishment, pyramidal hierarchy). (p. 787) 

In thinking with Foucault, I am able to analyze the goal of social media training as “ensuring” 

that employees acquire the aptitude and behavior deemed proper and professional by policy. In 

this section, I use each of Foucault’s power processes (enclosure, surveillance, reward and 

punishment, pyramidal hierarchy) to deconstruct the use of an online social media training 

course, showing how policy works to regulate communication and produce docile bodies. 

In order to form an apprentice, training is required by a skilled worker. The online 

training course works as the skilled worker to produce apprentices—that is, docile bodies. This is 

done through annual training and by means of the “whole ensemble” of communication 

strategies. Specifically, the training course is a lesson in Social Media: Personal and 

Professional Use, which is indicated by the title. The course ends with a test, which requires 

employees to answer questions. In order to receive credit for the course, employees must take 
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and pass the test. In this way, we see orders, exhortations and obedience at play. The test is 

scored, which evaluates each employee’s level of knowledge. If their level is below 70%, then 

they must repeat the course and test. Through these regulated communication strategies, 

apprentices are trained and reformed into skilled, docile workers.   

 Foucault (1982) theorizes that a “whole series of power processes” are used alongside 

“regulated communications” as a means of exercising power. The power that is exercised is 

relational and “exists only as it is put into action” (p. 788). Enclosure is a power process that is 

put into action and sustains the binary opposition of professional/personal in the social media 

training course. This is seen in the title of the course as mentioned above, which is Social Media: 

Personal and Professional Use. As the title indicates, personal and professional are separated. 

This separation is explained in the training course when it states, “Some parts of your life should 

be kept private. Although public opinion has changed about what information is appropriate to 

share, this change is not necessarily good for education. People will hold you to a higher 

standard” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 21). The statement reinforces the binary opposition 

because private is a function of personal and should “be kept” separate. The statement also 

exposes the relational nature of power by noting that “public opinion has changed what is 

appropriate.” In this way, power is “obliged to change with the resistance” (Foucault, 1997, p. 

167). Resistance to the common sense definitions of “appropriate” have forced a change, which 

can only occur because power is relational. However, the social recognition of the discourse of 

educator professionalism is evident in the statement that educators will be held to “a higher 

standard.” Therefore, while resistance may have shifted the definition of “appropriate,” it has not 

substantially disrupted the discourse. 
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Another power process that is made visible in employee training on social media use is 

surveillance. Surveillance in employee training takes various forms, such as completion reports, 

pass/fail test results and time and date stamps. Because the training is online, surveillance is 

easily documented and widely accessible. Surveillance acts to record and report what an 

employee has done (or not done). Completion is rewarded with a certificate and a proclamation 

of success by positioning employees as competent and professional. Specifically, the following 

message is displayed after a passing score is achieved: “Congratulations, you have completed all 

requirements for this course. A record of your accomplishment has been added to your 

transcript.” (Public School Works, 2017). This message is an example of an ordinary discursive 

practice that produces ways for employees to think and talk about themselves. For example, an 

employee can claim competency because they have completed all requirements and have written 

documentation of accomplishment on their record. The test record also “places individuals in a 

field of surveillance [which] also situates them in a network of writing; it engages them in a 

whole mass of documents that capture and fix them” (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 189). The written 

record works to “capture and fix” employees by identifying them as skilled or unskilled 

apprentices based on their test score. These written records are kept and can be used by 

supervisors when evaluating employees' job performance. Further, the congratulatory message 

makes surveillance desirable because through this written “record of your accomplishment” an 

employee can be viewed as competent by themselves and their supervisors at the school and 

district levels. In this way, professional development acts as an instrument of policy that “offers 

the terms that make self-recognition possible” (Butler, 2005, p. 22). 

Surveillance of social media use by school employees is a process of power that produces 

normalizations. In the training module, statements are made related to privacy and reporting: 
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“School employees have no legal right to privacy when using district technology. Schools can 

monitor every keystroke you make on a computer, and they’re legally required to save your 

emails” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 6). This statement normalizes surveillance by claiming a 

legal requirement; the school system is engaging in surveillance because the school system is 

subjected to laws. In other words, the school system is not doing anything special or “extra” that 

should be resisted; the school system is simply obeying the law. Through this type of reasoning, 

surveillance is normalized as a natural response to law. Further, surveillance is constant, or as 

Foucault (1995/1977) writes, “Inspection functions ceaselessly. The gaze is alert everywhere” (p. 

195). Specifically, emails are archived and are forever available for inspection. The gaze is alert 

with “every keystroke.” Yet, surveillance is not one-sided. School districts and school employees 

are both subject to surveillance and subject others to surveillance. For example, two slides in the 

training course relate to reporting by school employees. The slide states, “If you’re a mandated 

reporter, you must apply ‘real-life’ mandated reporting laws to information you see students 

share on social media” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 10). In this way, school employees are 

subject to “the gaze” but also must be “the gaze” when viewing students' social media use. 

Surveillance in this way is beyond just seeing; it also includes documenting, saving and 

reporting.  

Reward and punishment are also power processes that can be seen in the training course 

on employee use of social media. As I noted above, reward and punishment are tangible in the 

score report. By completing the course and passing the test, an employee is rewarded with a 

certificate of accomplishment and is deemed responsible. If an employee does not pass the test, 

they must retake the course until they pass. In addition, reward and punishment are directly and 

indirectly implied by statements in the course. For instance, the very first slide of the 
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introduction shares three stories of educators who lost their employment due to online content 

that was “not illegal” but showed “poor judgment” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 2). One of the 

stories says, “A high school teacher in Florida was forced to resign when school administrators 

discovered online photos of her modeling swimsuits” (Public School Works, 2017, p.2). This 

story implies punishment for photos that are considered inappropriate by school administrators. 

Further, the training course says, “To avoid these types of situations, be careful during your 

online interaction” (Public Works, 2017, p. 2). In other words, by avoiding the “poor judgment” 

described in the stories that are shared, employees are rewarded by not being forced to resign or 

being fired.  

Pyramidal hierarchy is the final power process mentioned by Foucault and is subtly 

indicated throughout the online training course by references to supervisory positions at the top 

of the hierarchical pyramid, such as school administrators, law enforcement, courts and the 

district.  Pyramidal hierarchy is always connected to surveillance and while it does indicate a 

“head,” this does not mean that power is only top down. Instead, Foucault (1995/1977) writes, 

“The power in the hierarchized surveillance of the disciplines is not possessed as a thing or 

transferred as a property; it functions like a piece of machinery” (p. 177). In this way, while there 

is a top, power is also working from “bottom to top and laterally” (p. 176). It is because power is 

relational and flowing from every part of the hierarchy that it is so effective because it is “both 

absolutely indiscreet, since it is everywhere and always alert … and absolutely ‘discreet,’ for it 

functions permanently and largely in silence” (p. 177). This is seen in the story above, where 

“school administrators discovered online photos.” Pyramidal hierarchy is indicated by the 

position of the administrator, but the method of discovery is discreet and unknown. In my work 

in human resources, I have found that the “discovery” of inappropriate social media content 



 

	

133 

typically occurs in the pyramid from the bottom to the top or laterally, meaning that the 

discovery is made by a colleague or community member and then reported to a school 

administrator who must address the issue. The administrator must address the issue because 

power “constantly supervises the very individuals who are entrusted with the task of 

supervising” (Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 177). School administrators are responsible for 

supervising those “below” them in the pyramid, but what makes power effective is its relational 

nature that ensures that those below are also supervising those above for proper compliance and 

enforcement of rules. The online training course also includes a slide related to electronic 

communications between employees and makes visible the relational nature of power. The 

course indicates, “Apply rules for appropriate workplace behavior to your online 

communications with co-workers. Your social media sites and online communication could 

become evidence during an investigation or lawsuit” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 14). This 

statement highlights the relational nature of power and surveillance because the interactions are 

between co-workers. The threat of an “investigation or lawsuit” encourages self-regulation and 

compliance. It also discreetly reminds employees of surveillance by others when stating online 

communications may become “evidence” if improper conduct is alleged. In this way, hierarchy 

works to reinforce the binary opposition of proper/improper by aligning with surveillance to 

encourage compliance.  

The online training course on social media works as an instrument of policy as discourse 

to regulate communication and produce knowledge for the purpose of creating docile bodies of 

employees. In this section, I have shown how the power processes of enclosure, surveillance, 

reward and punishment, and pyramidal hierarchy are at work in the online training course. These 

power processes work together to effectively support and reinforce binary oppositions, like 



 

	

134 

proper/improper and professional/personal, which are created by the discourse of educator 

professionalism. Knowledge produced through advice, warnings, stories and threats of discipline 

throughout the course makes clear the separation between proper/improper and 

professional/personal use of social media, which produces docile bodies by improved 

surveillance of others and self. Proper and professional are clearly marked as the privileged 

terms of the binary. In this way, the online professional development training course on social 

media use by employees is a regulated communication strategy that works to strengthen the 

discourse of educator professionalism. 

Redistributing Voice: Positioning What Counts as Meaningful 

Policy as discourse enables employees to think a certain way and determines what counts 

as meaningful (Barad, 2003). One of the ways policy does this is by redistributing voice. As Ball 

(1993) further explains: 

The effect of policy is primarily discursive; it changes the possibilities we have for 

thinking “otherwise”. Thus, it limits our responses to change, and leads us to 

misunderstand what policy is by misunderstanding what it does. Further, policy as 

discourse may have the effect of redistributing “voice”. So that it does not matter what 

some people say or think, only certain voices can be heard as meaningful or authoritative. 

(p. 15) 

Through professional development courses, policy is able to redistribute voice. This occurs in 

various ways related to employee use of social media policy. For example, through the 

continuous repetition of policy expectations and the assurance that policy is helpful, voice is 

effectively redistributed so that what policy does is misunderstood. This misunderstanding is 

established through annual review of policy, which works to define what is meaningful and true 
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for educators by ensuring that the voice of policy is heard above all other voices. Policy speaks 

loudly because it is the first voice heard at new employee training and is heard singularly 

thereafter. Specifically, after new hire training, employees hear policy through online training 

courses, where other voices are muted because the training occurs individually; no mechanisms 

for disagreement are offered and completion is required. In Cleveland County Schools, repetition 

of policy occurs annually through professional development mandated in opening school faculty 

meetings and through online training. The online training platform requires employees to 

complete two courses related to social use every year. In addition, the employee use of social 

media policy is formally presented annually at the athletic coaches meeting, new administrators 

training, beginning teacher training and new hire orientation. In this way, all employees are 

reminded of social media expectations formally at least three times every school year, but in 

settings that are isolated or not conducive to questioning or disagreement.  

As noted, two professional development training courses are required annually related to 

social media use. The first course requires employees to read 16 school board policies, including 

the employee use of social media policy. To complete the course and receive credit, employees 

must answer “yes” to this question: “I acknowledge receipt of the policies presented within this 

course and my responsibility to read and abide by the Board-adopted policies” (Public School 

Works, n.d.). This course works to redistribute voice by making policy the authoritative and 

meaningful voice on multiple issues, one of which is social media use. By lumping social media 

use policy with multiple other policies for approval and review, the governing of social media 

use by policy is made a norm. The second course, Social Media Use: Personal and Professional 

Use, is devoted to training on employee use of social media. This course redistributes voice as 

Ball (1993) describes by causing employees to misunderstand what policy does. The professional 
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development course includes multiple statements that characterize social media policy and 

guidelines in a way that can be viewed only as desirable and helpful to employees. For instance, 

the introduction to the course says, “This course will help you protect your online reputation, 

your career, and offer guidance about how to use social media in a safe and responsible manner” 

(Public School Works, 2017, p. 3). In this way, employees are disciplined to misunderstand 

policy as only protective and guiding. There is no indication that policy separates educators from 

others or that it limits. Further, employees are enabled to see themselves and others as 

responsible and safe only when following policy. 

Starting with the introduction, the voice of policy is redistributed as helpful and 

protective, so that policy is easily understood (or misunderstood) as only beneficial by 

employees. For example, the presentation features of the training course work discreetly to make 

policy positive and helpful to employees. The online training course is presented visually and 

verbally to employees. As employees look at the slides, the written words on the slide are read 

by a narrator. I would describe the narrator’s voice as male, calm, serious and friendly. Prior to 

my analysis here, I had not noticed the gender of the narrator’s voice and could only have 

described it as an unimpressive, normal sounding voice. However, as I think with Foucault, the 

narrator’s voice becomes visible and I find the choice of the narrator in perfect alignment with 

the goal of the online training courses to keep employees safe. Specifically, the use of a male 

voice implies protection and safety, since protection is a traditional feature of the discourse of 

masculinity, according to Young (2003). In this way, the narration is a subtle but effective 

method for creating docile bodies of employees because it reinforces the conventional subject 

position of educators in the discourse of professionalism by leaning on the normative discourse 

of masculinity.  
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Beyond the presentation features of the training course, there are many additional 

statements made by the narrator, which generate the knowledge and feeling that policy is helpful 

and protective. Here is a sampling of such comments: 

● “Many educators have faced challenges because of content they’ve shared online” 

(Public School Works, 2017, p. 2). This comment implies that the course and policy are 

helpful to employees because challenges can be avoided by limiting or regulating their 

content shared online. 

● “One bad decision can last a lifetime” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 9). This comment 

is shared as a warning to protect employees from long term mistakes, which makes the 

warning helpful and desirable. 

● “Avoid online friendships with students. By forging such relationships, even educators 

with the best of intentions are risking their careers” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 16). 

The comment makes avoidance desirable because it can lower risk of career loss. Further, 

the comment implies that intentions are not a guarantee of safety, even good intentions, 

but separation (avoidance) is beneficial and best. 

● “Even unjustified rumors of an inappropriate relationship may damage, or end, your 

career” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 16). This comment subtly teaches employees that 

public opinion is truth. Therefore, even an untrue rumor in the court of public opinion 

can take on a status of truth that may have significant, negative consequences. Moreover, 

disciplinary power is shown in the consequences that are mentioned.   

● Section title: “Safeguarding Your Online Reputation” (Public Schools Works, 2017, p. 

19). This title promotes self-regulation because it implies that an employee can guard 
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their reputation. This is both in contrast and in agreement with the comment above that 

implies the “best intentions” are not enough to save an employee.  

These statements show how voice is redistributed as helpful and beneficial, thus sustaining a 

discourse of educator professionalism and subject positions of docility that make self-regulation 

and strict compliance with the binary opposition of proper/improper desirable and reasonable. 

Through this process, possibilities of resistance are subdued due to what Weedon (1997) calls 

“collective subject” (p. 98). In describing journalistic writing, Weedon says:  

Press articles use specific linguistic techniques to close off possible paths of resistance to 

the forms of subjectivity and the meanings and values which they articulate. The most 

common of these is the implicit assumption of a collective subject: we are the reasonable, 

moral individuals for whom the text speaks. This is a strategy which is hard for the reader 

to resist. (p. 98) 

The strategy of collective voice is used in professional development training courses through the 

redistribution of voice. As employees engage in the training course, a voice of us versus them 

emerges. The collective us is assigned to those situations with “reasonable, moral” use of social 

media and a good online reputation, whereas those who have violated the expectations and have 

suffered employment issues are them. Being part of the “us” is highly desirable to employees and 

thus they are incited to compliance and docility through following the rules of the training. In 

this way, professional development is used as an instrument of power to motivate employees to 

self-regulation and sameness. 

Dividing Practices 

Policy as discourse acts through the instrument of online professional development to 

divide, separate and confine educators. As Foucault (1982) writes, this “dividing practice” is 
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where “the subject is either divided inside himself or divided from others” (p. 778). The 

employee training course, Social Media Use: Personal and Professional Use, vividly promotes 

division by its title as the reasonable and moral responsibility of employees. In broad terms, this 

professional development course produces a division between educators and others because only 

school employees are required to undergo this social media use training. The training is not 

mandated for parents or community stakeholders, because unlike educators, they are not divided 

by the discourse of educator professionalism and subjected to school system policy. Furthermore, 

school employees are divided within themselves into categories of professional (work) life and 

personal (home) life. This is seen in the following excerpt from the social media use training 

module:   

Most people use social media at home and at work. In fact, educators are finding new and 

exciting ways to use social media in the classroom. However, a clear separation must 

exist between the professional and personal use of such technology. (Public School 

Works, 2017, p. 4) 

As the excerpt says, most people use social media in multiple areas of their life, but for an 

educator, “a clear separation” must exist. In this way, the educator is divided from others who do 

not have to maintain “a clear separation,” as well as being divided within because life must be 

separated into professional and personal categories. Further, the training course states, “Always 

maintain separate professional and personal email accounts” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 6) 

and “Some parts of your life should be kept private” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 20). In other 

words, educators are expected to be divided and have “private” and “personal” accounts due to 

their subjection to the discourse of educator professionalism, which is presented as a reasonable 

and moral responsibility for all educators. The professional requires separation and produces the 
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personal. This requirement of separation is compelling in part because it is not directed towards 

the individual, but towards the collective subject of educators. As Foucault (1982) writes, “Every 

relationship of power puts into operation differentiations which are at the same time its 

conditions and its results” (p. 792). This means that binary oppositions are put into operation due 

to a relationship of power. The binary opposition of professional/personal sets both the 

conditions and the results as separated, divided spaces; professional is in opposition to the 

personal, and the two cannot mix. The results are the division, which is created by self-

regulation (self-division) or resistance. Resistance, though, guarantees the loss of professional 

status and formally separates professional from personal. 

Foucault (1982) writes, “The exercise of power is not a naked fact, an institutional right, 

nor is it a structure which holds out or is smashed; it is elaborated, transformed, organized; it 

endows itself with processes which are more or less adjusted to the situation” (p. 792). Power 

adjusts itself throughout the social media training course in a variety of ways as it responds to 

resistance. One comment in the course states, “As an educator, you have the same rights as 

everyone else to use social media. Nevertheless, you may receive unfair scrutiny” (Public School 

Works, 2017, p. 15). In this comment, power acknowledges that educators have the “same rights 

as everyone else,” but then subtly elaborates with the threat of “unfair scrutiny” to reinforce the 

discourse of educator professionalism which separates educators from other professionals. 

Therefore, power is not to blame; it is the “unfair scrutiny” that bears the blame. In this 

comment, power adjusts itself to appear not opposed to freedom, but as a helpful reminder that 

while freedom is available, it may not be beneficial. In addition, a dividing practice is 

strategically implemented by comparing the employee to “everyone else” and focusing on unfair 
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treatment—which provokes the idea that others are treated fairly. So the division from others is 

present.  

Another example of a dividing practice (and how power processes are always unique to 

each situation) is present in the social media course through this statement: “Before sending a 

message, check it for anything that could sound rude, mean or sarcastic.… Proofread online 

communication for errors. Many people believe the rules of grammar don’t apply to electronic 

communication. This is not true—especially for educators” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 21). 

Again, division is at work. Educators must be conscious of public perception, so they must 

“proofread” and “check” messages for tone and grammar. This expectation is not only for 

language arts teachers, but is required of all educators due to the discourse of educator 

professionalism. Furthermore, this statement implies that educators are separated by attitude and 

are expected to be kind, understanding and friendly, which are qualities that are bound to the 

discourse of educator professionalism. The course suggests that educators “choose a respectable 

screen name—but not your real name—for all online interactions. Don’t choose a screen name 

like ‘SexyTeachingGoddess’ or ‘SchoolStud’” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 21). Educators 

are divided from others and within themselves because “sexy” and “stud” are terms that act as 

moral signals of what is improper or outside what is proper and professional for educators. In 

this way, the binary oppositions of proper/improper and professional/personal are reinforced. 

This division is rooted in the discourse of educator professionalism and policy, which works to 

produce an employee training course that “‘invites and incites’ employees to recognize moral 

obligations” (Freie & Eppley, 2014, p. 657). 
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Resistance: An Instrument and Opposing Strategy of Power 

 Dividing practices are active in various modes, including resistance. Resistance is an 

undercurrent throughout the social media training course for employees. The function of 

resistance in the discourse of this online course is both as an instrument of power and as an 

opposing strategy. Resistance is an instrument of power because it works as a warning to 

employees of the negative consequences of resistance and creates the need for division. 

However, resistance is also an opposing strategy because it challenges power and requires power 

to respond. Power responds by producing binary oppositions or revising policies and rules. 

Foucault (1990/1978) writes, “Where there is power, there is resistance” (p. 95). In the online 

training course, there are no slides dedicated to naming resistance, yet resistance is seen in the 

background of various slides as the initiator of warnings and advice for employees. Resistance is 

evident from the very first slide of the professional development course which shares three 

scenarios where school employees lost their jobs for “poor judgment” in their online interactions 

(Public School Works, 2017, p. 2). These stories are examples and warnings of what happens 

when employees resist the discourse of educator professionalism. The situations tell of educators 

who wore improper clothing, made improper statements and drank improper beverages. In each 

episode, the employee did not engage in illegal behavior, but in improper behavior as defined in 

the discourse of educator professionalism. Power responds to the resistance with a strategy of 

separation and division. Professional/personal and proper/improper binary oppositions are 

produced through the possibility of resistance. These separations are a function of power 

processes; there would be no reason for a separation if there was no resistance. In other words, if 

obedience to the discourse of educator professionalism is present in professional and personal 

life, then no separation is required. However, because of potential resistance to the discourse, a 
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dividing practice occurs as a strategy of power. That is, power must strategically respond to 

possible resistance by inciting the dominant discourse of educator professionalism, and in doing 

so produces a dividing practice and limited range of subject positions: either proper or improper. 

In addition, the course says, “Choose a respectable screen name—but not your real name—for all 

online interactions. Don’t use a screen name like ‘SexyTeachingGoddess’ or ‘SchoolStud” 

(Public School Works, 2017, p. 21). The training course would not mention the importance of 

proper screen names or share inappropriate examples unless there had been issues with screen 

names in the past.  

Resistance acts as an opposing strategy of power because power must respond to it. In 

order for compliance and docility to be achieved, then these examples of resistance must be 

addressed. Therefore, the training course is obligated to mention them to minimize possible 

future resistance.  If resistance was never present, then no reminder or additional training would 

be necessary. In this way, all professional development is a response to past, present and even 

future imagined resistance.  

In addition, employees do not always take the training “seriously” and may not complete 

the course in the time frame specified or may fail the course. This type of resistance also requires 

a response. For example, employees receive automatic emails reminding them to complete the 

mandatory training courses. Once the time period has lapsed, school system administrators are 

sent a list of employees under their supervision who have not completed the training. The 

administrator is to ensure the employee makes time to complete the training. If an employee fails 

the course, they are required to retake the course and are treated as if they have not taken the 

course at all. In this way, resistance triggers additional surveillance and discipline. This is an 

example of resistance to the discourse of educator professionalism, which expects employees to 
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act properly by completing the required training in the designated time period. The reminders 

and encouragement by email and administrators work to reinforce the division of 

proper/improper because only improper behavior is noted and addressed. This resistance is 

moderately tolerated in that employees do not immediately lose their jobs for failure to comply. 

They are first reminded and given additional opportunities to comply. In this way, resistance acts 

as an opposing strategy of power to “loosen its holds and provide for relatively obscure areas of 

tolerance” (Foucault, 1990/1978, p. 101). The failure to comply with the time frame for 

completion is an example of resistance loosening the hold of power because perfect docility and 

total compliance are not achieved. Piddocke et al. (1997) explain that the goal of the normative 

discourse of educator professionalism is to protect the reputation of educators as those who 

follow rules and behave properly. They write, “A fair amount of 'deviation' will be allowed to 

occur, provided that it is discreetly and quietly done and respect for authority is at least 

apparently preserved” (Piddocke et al., 1997, p. 210). Power is obliged to loosen its hold and 

accept tardy completion of professional development training as a “deviation” because it is done 

quietly and without publicly disturbing the reputation of the school district or educators. 

Therefore, resistance acts not only as an opposing strategy of power by loosening its grip on 

strict compliance to completion dates, but also as an instrument of power by using stories of 

resistance that resulted in termination as a warning to nudge employees towards docility. 

Modes of Subjugation in Social Media Use Training  

Foucault’s genealogical work on discourse looked at how subjects are created. According 

to Foucault (1982), human beings are “transformed” into subjects through the use of the 

following three modes: categorization as a science, creation of binary oppositions and human 

participation in subjection (p. 777). As I have described in this chapter, one way our current 
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educational system makes educators into subjects is through policy as discourse, which produces 

the instrument of professional development. This subjectivation can be seen through the use of 

the three Foucauldian modes in professional development courses.  

First, professional development is billed as a science by falling under the category of 

“best practice.” According to Bretschneider et al. (2005), “The term ‘best practice’ implies that it 

is best when compared to any alternative course of action and that it is a practice designed to 

achieve some deliberative end” (p. 309). Therefore, a best practice is reliable and privileged. As 

Bretschneider et al. explains, best practices are only valid when “great care” has been given to 

their identification by applying scientific practices and focusing on comparability and 

completeness of data (p. 311). In other words, the claim of a “best practice” is a claim of science. 

One section of the training course on social media use is entitled: “Electronic Communication—

Best Practices” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 13). The following statement is made as a best 

practice: “Only use district technology to communicate with students. Message students from 

your district email account exclusively” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 13). This scientific, best 

practice subjects educators to district surveillance and to the discourse of educator 

professionalism. This best practice makes an indirect claim of protection for employees through 

subjection to district surveillance. By citing best practices, the training course is claiming a 

scientific stance and can be trusted to provide what educators need to know related to social 

media use. Further, the goal of the training has a deliberative end—that is, to produce subjects 

who will use school-controlled technologies and to create teachers as docile bodies. 

The second mode is the creation of binary oppositions. As discussed previously, the 

binary opposition of professional/personal is prevalent in the social media use course. In 

addition, the following binary oppositions are also present: respectable/unrespectable, 
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private/public and appropriate/inappropriate. All of these binary oppositions intersect to 

strengthen the discourse of educator professionalism to create a subject position of 

“professional” as respectable, private and appropriate. The third Foucauldian mode of subjection 

is human participation in subjection. This is seen in multiple ways in the online course. For 

example, one section is entitled “Preparing Students” and employees are directed to “talk to 

students about technology” and to report any issues that are found (Public School Works, 2017, 

p. 9). In this way, employees are engaged in subjecting others (students) to the rules of social 

media use. In addition, the course states, “Monitor your identity by searching for yourself 

online” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 19). In other words, employees subject themselves 

through self-regulation and self-surveillance. Further, the course says that in regards to privacy 

settings, employees should “Take time to read and understand the privacy policies of any 

websites or social-media sites you use” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 12). Employees are 

reminded by this statement that they are further subjected to additional policies through their use 

of any websites and social media platforms they use. As a result, employees are subjected to 

policy through their use, as well as through a refusal to use, because policy has set the field of 

action for compliance and employment.   

What’s the Problem? 

Bacchi (2016) explains, “What we propose to do about something indicates what we 

think needs to change and hence what we think is problematic” (p. 8). Professional development 

on social media use is what school systems propose to do because policy is not followed 

perfectly—it is problematic. As a result, professional development is a power-laden response to 

employees imperfectly following policy. The use of professional development assumes that lack 

of knowledge about how to be a proper professional is part of the problem; therefore, training is 
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used to provide knowledge and direct employees toward proper behavior and self-regulation. 

Further, professional development anticipates that what is most problematic is non-compliance 

and non-docile behavior. So professional development courses include statements and best 

practices for “inviting and inciting” employees to comply. In the following paragraphs, I analyze 

statements that are made in a social media use training for employees and ask, “What does the 

training propose to do?” and “How does that doing reveal what is considered problematic?” 

One statement made in the social media training course is: “Only use district technology 

to communicate with students…. any communications that appear ‘private’ or ‘secret’ will likely 

be deemed inappropriate” (Public School Work, 2017, p. 13). What does this training statement 

propose to do? It proposes the use of district technology exclusively for communication with 

students and invites employees to make communications public. What is revealed as problematic 

is any technology use that is not school-controlled and unseen. Similar to Foucault’s (1995/1977) 

description of the panopticon, school-controlled technology “arranges spatial unities that make it 

possible to see constantly to recognize immediately” (p. 200). Therefore, the problem is 

visibility. Visibility is required if schools are to determine what and who is proper/improper. 

Further, invisibility will “likely be deemed inappropriate” by the policy. According to Foucault 

(1995/1977), the panopticon was used “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and 

permanent visibility that assure the automatic function of power” (p. 201). Foucault further 

wrote, “power should be visible and unverifiable” (p. 201). School-controlled technology works 

like the panopticon. It is owned and controlled by the school system, so it is always visible. This 

is evident in subtle ways like a school email address that contains @schoolsystemname.edu in 

the address; the email address alone is a reminder of visibility. Thus, ownership and power are 

visible, yet power is not verifiable because who can see and when they are looking is unknown. 
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Further, their looking and seeing are timeless because of archiving. As the training reminds 

employees, “Schools can monitor every keystroke you make on a computer, and they’re legally 

required to save your emails” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 6). Because power is visible, but 

unverifiable, it is effective at producing self-regulated, docile employees.  

These ideas are also seen in the last statement made on the final slide of the course, which 

states: 

The “life is not fair rule” applies to the Internet. There will always be educators who post 

inappropriate information, yet receive no complaints. Conversely, there will always be 

educators who live upstanding, responsible and private lives, but who wind up in trouble 

(and perhaps even unemployed) because online comments and photos are misunderstood 

or unfairly scrutinized. But in this case, life always tends to favor the cautious. (p. 21) 

What does this training statement propose to do? It aims to be helpful and honest by providing 

knowledge about the risks of Internet and social media use to help keep employees from winding 

up in trouble or being unemployed. In other words, it invites and incites employees to refrain 

from posting and making comments that could be viewed (correctly or incorrectly) as 

inappropriate. Therefore, what is revealed as the problem? The problem is predictability. The 

problem is whatever cannot be predicted and controlled through self-regulation or other 

disciplinary measures. This statement promotes the “automatic functioning of power” through 

self-regulation by proclaiming that power is visible, but unverifiable. Specially, visibility is 

inherent in use of social media and online platforms. Yet, power is unverifiable and 

unpredictable because some educators are caught and some are not. Furthermore, the 

misunderstanding of social media posts, photos and comments and unfair scrutiny of educators' 

social media accounts may be unverifiable and unpredictable. Therefore, caution is the only safe 
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and favorable option. In this way, the training course promotes self-regulation for the production 

of docile, cautious bodies.  

Another statement that is made in the training course is the following:  

The courts have ruled that schools can regulate a staff member’s off-campus speech when 

it has an adverse impact on the campus, so be cautious in all of your online activities. 

Your free-speech rights are only protected when:  

● You speak out on matters of public concern. 

● Your speech does not disrupt the school.  

(Public School Works, 2017, p. 15) 

What does this training statement propose to do? It aims to teach employees that their speech can 

be controlled by the school system. The goal is to produce knowledge that will incite employees 

to silence or muted speech. Therefore, what is revealed as the problem? Employee “free speech” 

or any speech that could negatively impact the school system is the problem. To further help 

employees with this problem, the training course offers this advice: “To better protect yourself, 

use privacy settings which allow you to limit unwanted access to your personal social-media 

sites” (Public Schools Works, 2017, p. 17). In other words, employees are advised to self-

regulate. Self-regulation is desirable because it is coupled with protection and peace of mind. 

Peace of mind is available to employees if they avoid attention and “limit unwanted access” to 

their personal sites. The discourse of educator professionalism values conformity to societal 

norms, so educators who conform can experience peace of mind because their reputations and 

jobs are secure. However, conformity and limited attention are not necessarily aligned with the 

goals of social media use, as I analyze in the next section.   
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Social Media Features 

Social media is problematic for the discourse of educator professionalism because the 

discourse works in an economy of privacy, but social media works in an economy of attention. 

Social media success can be measured by the numbers of “friends”, the number of likes, and the 

number of comments. The algorithm of social media is set up to give more attention to things 

that are surprising and controversial. Therefore, the goal of social media use opposes the goal of 

the discourse of educator professionalism, which aims to hold high the normative ideals of 

proper educators in the community. In alignment with this discourse, the social media use 

training course says, “If possible, adjust privacy settings so that your profile can’t be found using 

Google or other search engines” (Public School Works, 2017, p. 18). In other words, being 

unseen and invisible is desirable. Yet, this is the opposite goal of social media. As a result, there 

is a deep, intense struggle for school employees between the discourse of social media and the 

discourse of educator professionalism. This struggle has produced immense resistance to the 

discourse of educator professionalism, which has resulted in policy formation and the creation 

and requirement of employee training on social media use.   

Conclusion  

In this chapter, I analyzed how power is exercised through policy on the topic of social 

media use by employees to produce professional development training. Through training, 

knowledge is produced and employees are both invited and incited into compliance. Compliance 

produces docile bodies aligned with the discourse of educator professionalism. Compliance is 

made desirable by promising employees safety and protection, maintaining and producing power 

relations. Through dividing practices and redistribution of voice, the online professional 

development course on employee use of social media maintains and produces employee self-
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regulation. In this way, policy acts as discourse through the instrument of professional 

development training for employees on social media use. Policy as discourse creates and 

maintains the docile bodies of employees by regulating communication and the production of 

knowledge. The nature of power in policy is thus productive and works in secrecy by veiling 

itself as training that is helpful and protective of educators. As I have shown through the 

deconstruction of the social media training course, employees are invited (through helpful advice 

and positive encouragement) and summoned (through warnings and surveillance) to “speak, 

listen, act, read, work, think, feel, behave and value” in ways that are tightly aligned with the 

discourse of educator professionalism (Ball, 2015, p. 307). Power processes of enclosure, 

surveillance, reward and punishment and pyramidal hierarchy invite and summon employees to 

compliance through creating and reinforcing the binary oppositions of proper/improper and 

professional/personal. Yet, at times and in various ways, employees resist the discourse of 

educator professionalism. This resistance compels a response via continual revisions to policy, 

additional disciplinary measures and mandated professional development training courses. In this 

way, resistance acts as both an opposing strategy and an instrument of power.  

Ultimately, the discourse of educator professionalism is at odds with the discourse of 

social media in substantial ways. Power is at work in both discourses to create allegiance and 

desirability. Weedon (1997) writes, “Discourses, located as they are in social institutions and 

processes, are continuing competing with each other for allegiance of individual agents” (p. 93). 

In the discourse of social media, power works to create allegiance by promising users access to 

large audiences with few restrictions, as well as widespread attention, influence and connections. 

In the discourse of educator professionalism, power is at work to create docile bodies by 

promising respect and a privileged status in the community for upholding and modeling 
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normative values. In each discourse, power is working discreetly and competitively to become 

and remain the most desirable. This is an ongoing challenge between discourses, which explains 

why the discourse of educator professionalism has produced the need for and the instrument of 

professional development as a strategy for increasing knowledge, desirability and disciplining 

employees.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

	

153 

Chapter 7: Significance and Implications for Educational Leadership  

The goal of my research was to deconstruct the effects of power relations at play in the 

use of educational policy on the topic of social media use by educators. To this end, I explored 

how policy acts as discourse to produce knowledge, subjectivities and docile bodies of 

employees through the creation and use of instruments, such as new hire orientation and 

professional development training courses. To guide my deconstruction, I focused on four 

research questions. 

In this section, I review each of my research questions, explain how the questions are 

answered by my inquiry and explain why my inquiry is significant for educational leaders. My 

first research question was: What is the nature of power as it is exercised through policy and 

social media use by school employees? My research shows that power produces the discourse of 

educator professionalism, which works to create subject positions, particular knowledge, and the 

need for instruments of disciplinary power such as policy, orientation programs and professional 

development training courses. Thus, the nature of power is revealed as productive, fluid and 

relational. In Chapter 1, I described the problem of social media use by educators and showed 

how policy is produced by power as the normative, natural response to educational issues. In 

Chapter 3, I described how post qualitative inquiry can be used to disrupt and deconstruct the use 

of educational policy. Thinking with theory reveals policy as an invented tool. Because it is 

invented, it can be re-invented, changed or discarded. In Chapter 4, I argued that power works 

through the discourse of educator professionalism to produce binary oppositions, such as 

proper/improper and professional/personal, which create knowledge and produce subject 

positions of educators. In Chapter 5, I claimed that new hire orientation is used as an instrument 

of policy and power to create docile bodies of employees who will act as machines to ensure the 
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efficient operation of schools and produce a normalized reputation for educators and schools in a 

community. This is accomplished by disciplining employees, optimizing their capabilities, 

extorting their forces, and increasing their usefulness with docility and integrating employees 

into a collective subjugation as an educator. In Chapter 6, I concluded that policy acts as 

discourse to produce the instrument of professional development training and further perfect and 

form docile bodies of employees.  

My research on the nature of power is important because it destabilizes the practice and 

production of educational policy. It exposes policy as an invented instrument of power and as 

discourse. In this way, policy can no longer be viewed as a neutral document. Instead, policy can 

be seen as more than a written document; it is exposed as a political tool of power that produces 

problems, rather than solving them. And because power is fluid it can be resisted; thus, policy 

must compel individuals to comply and work to prevent resistance. This has significant 

implications for educational leaders who interact daily with policy because it changes how 

problems and current issues are viewed. In Chapter 2, I explained how poststructural, 

Foucauldian theory transforms the questions leaders are able to ask; leaders move from asking, 

“What are the proper and improper ways employees use social media?” to asking, “What 

happens when social media by educators is classified as proper and improper?” These questions 

solicit different thinking and different answers. The first question is solution-focused so that 

possible answers will come from knowledge produced by cultural norms for the purposes of 

monitoring and stopping improper behaviors. Thus, policy produced based on the first question 

will approve and prohibit certain behaviors. However, the second question is problem-focused so 

that possible answers will challenge the normative discourse and disrupt common sense by 

questioning how the problem came to be a problem. Thus, if policy is produced based on the 
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second question it will be after reviewing the ethical implications and will work to produce ‘‘as 

little domination as possible’’ (Foucault, 199b, p. 298).  

By disrupting and shifting the questions that can be asked by educational leaders, thought 

is “re-oriented” so that different ideas and different problems emerge (St. Pierre, 2019a, p. 2). 

Niesche and Gowlett (2014) write, “A post-structuralist politics elicits new ways of thinking 

about the field. It works to reconceptualise boundaries without fixing them” (p. 12). Likewise, 

my research works to elicit a new way of thinking about educational policy and leadership by 

disturbing the preset boundaries, which situate policy as the solution to problems. Bacchi (2015) 

writes, “We need to direct our attention away from assumed ‘problems’ and their ‘solutions’ to 

the shape and character of problematizations, posing a major challenge to the current, dominant 

paradigm of evidence-based policy” (p. 132). My research disrupts the “problem-solution” 

approach to educational policy and directs attention to the problematization of social media use 

by employees.  

My second research question was: How does policy on employee use of social media 

function to both maintain and produce power relations, discourse and knowledge? To recap, I 

argued that policy creates binary oppositions that function as a “dividing practice” to separate 

employees from others and from themselves. Specially, the binary oppositions of 

professional/personal and proper/improper are tools for producing knowledge that work to 

separate the activities in an employee’s life into categories. The professional is privileged over 

the personal. Proper and improper activities are created and put into discourse as normal and 

common sense through policy. For example, the employee use of social media policy writes, 

“School employees may use only school-controlled social media to communicate directly with 

current students about school-related matters” (Cleveland County Schools, 2020a, p. 2). In this 
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way, proper and professional communication is produced as that which uses school-controlled 

technology and is school-related. Improper and personal communication is created as use of non 

school-controlled technology on matters unrelated to school. In Chapters 2 and 5, I explain how 

policy acts as discourse by setting the field of actions for educators in terms of social media use. 

Through the discourse of educator professionalism, the subject positions of professional and 

proper are created. Power is exercised through policy to produce the knowledge of these subject 

positions and compel employees to self-regulation. Through the use of policy, power relations, 

discourse and knowledge are maintained. Policy creates instruments of disciplinary power, such 

as professional development training and new hire orientation, which are used to produce, 

improve and maintain docile bodies of employees. In Chapter 6, I explain how a professional 

development training course on employee use of social media employs the power processes of 

enclosure, surveillance, reward and punishment and pyramidal hierarchy to meet the aims of 

disciplinary power (Foucault, 1982). Power uses policy to produce the need and methods of 

surveillance, which ensure that no employee escapes Foucault’s (1995/1977) “inspection” and 

“gaze” nor is any employee immune from inspecting others.  

The purpose of my research is not to condemn the use of online professionalism 

development courses or new hire orientations. Instead, it is to expose how power works through 

policy to produce these normative processes, which ultimately create the problems they are 

supposed to solve. By thinking with theory, power relations are exposed and thereby open to 

more direct challenges. In this way, my research does not suggest a better alternative to 

orientation or training programs or advocate for their death, instead it calls for different 

conversations around their use and purpose. Foucault writes, “Theory does not express, translate 

or serve to apply practice: it is the practise” (in Niesche, 2011, p. 139). Likewise, my research is 
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significant because it illustrates how Foucauldian theory can be used by educational leaders to 

re-position thought around the common practices of policy and educational programs.  

Gillies (2013) claims, “The principal tools that Foucault brings to educational discourse 

are scepticism, critique, and problematization” (p. 22). Given the lack of research and literature 

challenging the use of policy in addressing the issue of social media use by school employees, 

the tools of skepticism, critique and problematization are timely and necessary for educational 

leaders. In my research, I used these tools to analyze my own position and work with policy and 

discourse, as well as the use of policy in my district and the education profession as a whole. 

Through theory, I was able to see my position (and positionality) as a machine and instrument of 

power for the training and production of docile bodies of other employees and how my 

usefulness as an instrument of power was parallel to my personal docility and self-regulation. 

Because my positioning is visible to me through theory, my work with policy changes and I 

move from accepting policy to doubting policy. This type of reflection and thought is different 

and important work for educational leaders, because through skepticism, critique and 

problematization, new ideas and insight emerge. 

My third question was: How does the use of social media by school employees enable 

and resist the discourse of educator professionalism? Social media use by school employees 

enables the discourse of educator professionalism because it provides another setting to train 

employees in what is proper and professional. In Chapter 2, I described discourse as the 

unexamined, common sense rules that are followed. For educators, policy acts as discourse by 

stating the rules that everyone knows and agrees to follow in an unexamined, natural way. Policy 

produces and reaffirms employee’s knowledge of what is proper/improper and 

professional/personal. Without policy, an employee cannot describe their use of social media as 
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professional or personal because no field of action is set. Policy sets the field of action and 

makes visible the rules of the discourse. Therefore, employees are made into docile bodies by 

compliance and self-formation with policy. Specifically, social media policy lays out how an 

employee can be identified as proper and professional. Therefore, employees are motivated to 

comply with policy as a means of forming themselves into proper and professional educators.  

While power works through policy to produce docile bodies of employees, it also 

reciprocates resistance to the discourse of educator professionalism. In Chapter 5, I explained 

how the new hire orientation program works to train employees in the discourse of policy and 

reinforces the discourse of educator professionalism through hierarchical observation, 

normalizing judgement and examination. Yet, as I showed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, resistance is 

visible in policy revision and active in the way some employees respond to policy and training. 

Resistance exposes discourse as a “constructed reality, and so contingent, provisional and 

fallible” (Gillies, 2013, p. 25). Policy revision is an indication that policy is constructed and 

fallible because it highlights areas that need to be fixed or improved through revision. This is 

important because if discourse and policy can be seen as provisional, then they become 

vulnerable, unstable and open to disruption. Therefore, my research is significant because it 

exposes policy as invented and vulnerable and begins the process of disrupting policy and its 

standing in educational settings as common sense. If educational leaders begin to critique the 

common-sense assumptions of educational policy, then policy would turn its attention away from 

the goal of prohibiting the misbehavior of individuals to focus on the ethical implications of 

policy. Because social media policy is currently focused on lessening improper behavior, at 

times it impedes proper behavior. For example, a student may have suicidal thoughts which are 

revealed on social media sites, but school staff are unable to help because they are prohibited, by 
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policy, from communicating with the student on social media. Ethically speaking, in this 

situation, the improper behavior is not the use of social media to communicate with the student, 

but is the absence of communication with a student who is contemplating suicide and seeking 

help. Suppose a school employee reaches out to the student in this situation and provides 

assistance, did the employee engage in proper or improper behavior? The answer is both. Policy 

wise the employee engaged in improper behavior by communicating with a student on social 

media, but ethically speaking the employee engaged in proper behavior by assisting a student 

when necessary. This illustrates how a critique of policy by educational leaders can change the 

view of employee resistance from misbehavior or insubordination to a positive, necessary 

disruption to subjectivity and discourse.    

My fourth research question was: What happens when social media use is more 

pleasurable than professionalism? In Chapter 4, I described the history of the discourse of 

educator professionalism. I explained how resistant and reverse discourses have resulted in shifts 

in the dominant discourse of educator professionalism, but have failed to fundamentally change 

it. I argued that the discourse of social media has been particularly opposed to the foundational 

principles of the discourse of educator professionalism, thus causing social media to be 

designated as a problem, rather than the limitations of the discourse itself. Specifically, one of 

the primary pillars of the discourse of educator professionalism is the requirement for educators 

to act as role models by strictly adhering to the dominant societal norms. In the discourse of 

educator professionalism, pleasure is derived by being separated and elevated from others as a 

role model of proper and professional behavior. Yet, in social media, pleasure is derived by 

being separated from others due to uniqueness and at times controversy. In other words, pleasure 

is achieved in education through sameness and commitment, whereas social media values 
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difference and change. Despite the dramatic differences in these discourses, educational 

institutions cannot ignore social media because it has gained a wide circulation and a social 

status, which give it “social power” (Weedon, 1997, p. 107). Further, social media can be a 

useful tool for the discourse of educator professionalism for the promotion of positive, approved 

messages on schools, teachers and employees. Therefore, power works to set the field of action 

related to social media where its benefits are increased and its difference is minimized. This has 

substantial implications for educational leaders because policy cannot solve employee use of 

social media issues. Policy cannot fulfill its promise to control individual behavior because if an 

opposing discourse is more pleasurable to an individual, then their behavior will follow. If policy 

cannot fix problems, then educational leaders must ask, “Is policy necessary?”   

My research has shown that employees at times find the discourse of social media more 

pleasurable than the discourse of educator professionalism and are willing to forfeit their status 

as professional and even lose their employment. This has significant implications for education, 

because if employees do not find the discourse of educator professionalism pleasurable then they 

will leave the profession. Currently, there is a teacher shortage in America (Garcia & Weiss, 

2020). While the shortage is complex and many factors contribute to a teacher shortage, 

questions should be raised as to how the discourse of educator professionalism is implicated in 

the shortage. Thinking with theory is a necessary tool for analyzing this complex issue in 

important, nontraditional ways.    

Personal Reflection 

This work has been rigorous and important for me as an educational leader. It was an 

unexpected process that precipitated from a desire not to do what I have always done, which is to 

follow the rules to produce something neat, tidy and perfect. As Foucault (1985) wrote, “There 
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are times in one’s life when the question of knowing if one can think differently than one thinks, 

and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely necessary if one is to go on looking and 

reflecting at all” (p. 8). Foucault’s words resonate with me and describe one of the motivations 

for my analysis. This dissertation represents my pursuit to “think differently” and “perceive 

differently” the world of educational leadership that I have been a part of for more than 20 years. 

To do this, I push back against policy as a normative, expected response to educational problems. 

This “pushing back” is possible because power is relational and educators are not without 

freedom and agency. Foucault (1988) reminds us that humans are “freer than they feel” (p. 10). 

In other words, we are governed because we allow ourselves to be governed. Likewise, I can 

question and resist the ways I am governed because these ways are created and invented. This 

dissertation has been an exercise in curiosity and suspicion related to social media use by school 

employees. In this way, everything I have known as an educator has become uncertain and in 

need of questioning. Through deconstructive practices, I follow Foucault (1994b) in making 

“harder those acts which are now too easy” (p. 456). As I have shown throughout this analysis, 

policy making and revising are “too easy” and have therefore become the go-to response to 

educational problems. I have participated in this “easy” response to educational issues by leading 

my district in revising and creating new policies. My research has sought to problematize policy 

and question its frequent use in order to open up new thought about what it means to be an 

educator. In this way, my research is a step in pushing back on my own work with educational 

policy and problematizing its invention and status as common sense and omnipresent. 

My position as an educational leader has shifted during this work so that I am now 

engaging in “counter-conduct,” which is a term penned by Foucault (2007) to refer to “the sense 

of struggle against processes implemented for conducting others” (p. 200-201). One of the 
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primary ways I engage in counter-conduct is through questioning the solutions I have suggested 

for dealing with educational problems in my role as a human resources administrator. My 

questioning of the use of policy does not stop with this writing or with the topic of employee 

social media use. Foucault (1982) wrote that people often think of power as a “mysterious 

substance” and questions raised about power “seem to suspect the presence of a kind of fatalism” 

(p. 785). As a result, analyses of power typically focus on questions of “who” and “what.” 

Foucault proposes a different way to analyze power by asking questions like: By what means is 

power exercised? What happens when power is exerted? Specifically, Foucault (1982) writes, 

“The little question, What happens?, although flat and empirical, once scrutinized is seen to 

avoid accusing a metaphysics or an ontology of power of being fraudulent; rather, it attempts a 

critical investigation in the thematics of power” (p. 786). As a human resources administrator, 

much of my work involves training employees in compliance to policy and dealing with issues of 

noncompliance by creating solutions at a very fast pace. However, counter-conduct requires me 

to slow down and “flip the script” by refusing to ask, “How do we fix this or that problem?” to 

instead ask, “What happens as a result of this or that being deemed a problem?”  

Counter-conduct resists easy solutions by making them problematic. Concerning 

educational leaders, Ball et al. (2012) write, “In relation to the pressure of performance, in 

response to constant change, there is little space or time or opportunity to think differently or 

‘against” (p. 138-139). This is an accurate description of the reality that educational leaders are 

working in, which has only intensified since written by Ball et al., due to increased 

accountability measures and the unexpected arrival of COVID-19.  Pausing and making space to 

think against is dangerous for a school leader. Heifetz and Linsky (2002) argue, “The dangers of 

exercising leadership derive from the nature of the problems from which leadership is necessary” 
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(p. 30). In this way, the increased busyness of education makes pausing an important counter-

conduct move for educational leaders. To pause is not to do nothing; instead, the purpose of the 

pause is to make room for doubt. I must doubt as Gillies (2013) describes: 

Doubt as to the value of stated aims, objectives, and goals, doubt as to the effectiveness 

of chosen means, doubts as to the accuracy and veracity of claims, doubt as to the 

declared motivation, interest and purpose of relevant persons, doubt as to the value and 

coherence of chosen beliefs, concepts, doubt as to the nature and status of knowledge, 

and doubt as to the nature of reality. (p. 22-23) 

Doubt is a useful conceptual tool that educational leaders can employ in “doing leadership 

differently” (Niesche, 2011, p. 136). For example, as I plan for new hire orientation this coming 

August, I will review our processes in a new and different way. In the past, one of my main goals 

has been to provide good customer service. Counter-conduct makes a way for me to doubt the 

goal of good customer service. Specifically, by thinking with theory, I can ask: What happens 

because we provide good customer service? How are employees made into docile bodies through 

good customer service? What is the nature of power in good customer service? What problem is 

good customer service supposed to solve? These are examples of the types of questions that are 

emerging beyond the dissertation and are important for me to continue to ask. These questions 

are complex and lead to very different ideas than my previous solution-seeking questions, like 

“How can I make customer service better?” The primary difference in my new and old 

framework for asking questions is doubt. Questions that come from thinking with theory doubt 

accuracy and value, as well as a linear problem-solution process in which normative questions 

asked by educational leaders focus on solutions and improvement (Gillies, 2013). My analysis 

related to new hire orientation has shown that I employ many strategies that encourage and train 
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employees to be silent. So while I verbally ask employees if they have questions, I rarely have 

any questions asked because my processes discourage questions. Further, when employees do 

ask questions, it is almost exclusively related to ensuring compliance. This type of thinking 

provokes different conversations in the planning of new hire orientation and has significant 

implications on how educational leaders work.  

The type of work that I have described and sought to do in this dissertation is only 

possible through the use of post qualitative inquiry. Post qualitative inquiry did not provide me 

with a checklist of what to do or how to do it, but it provided tools for thinking and writing with 

poststructural theory and the freedom to “do something different from the beginning” (St. Pierre, 

2019a, p. 5). As noted in Chapter 1, previous research on educational policy related to social 

media use by employees has been primarily focused on how employees have failed to follow 

policy or how to develop better policies that are able to withstand future legal challenges (Bon et 

al., 2013; Magid & Gallagher, 2015; McNee, 2013; O’Connor & Schmidt, 2015; O’Donovan, 

2012; Russo, 2015). In other words, previous research has not questioned the use of policy, but 

has focused on strengthening power through policy so that resistance is lessened and 

unsuccessful. My research has sought to consider and problematize the “chief enemy.” Foucault 

(1982) wrote, “People criticize instances of power which are the closest to them, those which 

exercise their action on individuals. They do not look for the ‘chief enemy’ but for the immediate 

enemy” (p. 780). Foucault describes the “immediate enemy” as a technique or instrument of 

power, whereas the “chief enemy” is “an institution of power, or group, or elite, or class” 

(Foucault, 1982, p. 781). In my research, some of the immediate enemies were processes and 

professional development courses, whereas the chief enemy is policy as a normative discourse, 

which produces the need for processes and professional development. Further, my research does 
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not seek to name or investigate “who” exercises power. Instead, I have sought to investigate how 

power is exercised through the employee use of social media policy and what power produces as 

a result.  

Contributions to Post Qualitative Inquiry 

In their book, Leadership on the Line, Heifetz and Linsky (2002) encourage leaders to 

“get on the balcony” to obtain a different perspective and practice reflection “even in the ‘fog of 

war’” (p. 51). Specifically, they compare the leadership environment to a dance floor where 

leaders are among other dancers on the floor. It is very difficult for a leader as a dancer to see 

what is occurring everywhere on the dance floor while also dancing. Therefore, leaders (dancers) 

are encouraged to move their viewpoint to the balcony for a more universal view of what is 

happening on the full dance floor. By moving to the balcony, the leader exchanges their 

perspective as a dancer for that of an observer. Heifetz and Linsky describe the purpose and 

challenge of the balcony to “see the subtleties that normally go right by us” (p. 52). In other 

words, they call for a questioning of what is normal and known. However, one of the limitations 

of their leadership theory is that I can never totally leave the dance floor or the “fog of war” 

because my past experiences and current position in leadership are still in place. Even if I move 

to the balcony for a different vantage point, I am still seeing everything with my eyes.  

Heifetz and Linsky challenge leaders to improve their viewpoint, but thinking with theory 

argues for a change in viewpoint all together by taking on the perspective of theory. This may 

seem like a slight difference, but it is critical and significant. It is the theory that leads, not my 

perspective. This type of research cannot be done through a pre-given method. It requires that 

pre-planning be refused because what surfaces from thinking with theory must lead to what is 

next; nothing can be done that does not come first from that theoretical reading and writing. As I 
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described in Chapter 2, my literature review grew as I read theory, and questions emerged that 

required a review of the literature. Further, my literature review was not confined to a step in my 

research; it occurred throughout my work as provoked by thinking with theory. Chapter 5 was 

one the first full chapter I wrote because it developed as I read Foucault and while I conducted 

our annual new hire orientation. This is one of the reasons my study is significant because it 

argues for a new approach to inquiry, which rejects a predetermined method. In my study, I 

analyzed policy, not solely from the perspective of a human resources administrator or a veteran 

educator, but through the concepts of poststructural theory. This does not mean I denied my own 

subjectivity; instead, I used my perspectives and experiences as texts (not as truth) to be 

deconstructed through Foucault’s theories of power, knowledge, discourse and resistance. 

The purpose of my research is to provoke new thought regarding policy and social media 

use by school employees. As St. Pierre (2019a) explained, post qualitative inquiry is “not 

intended for application to lived human experience but for re-orienting thought” (p. 2). In this 

way, my research does not provide solutions for the problem of social media use by educators. 

Instead, it illustrates how the tool of post qualitative inquiry can be an effective means for 

opening up new thought and different conversations around policy and educational problems. 

This is difficult work for educational leaders, because as I discussed in Chapter 5, veteran 

educators, like myself, are typically docile, disciplined employees who have been promoted and 

rewarded for their docile behavior. Educational leaders are also typically people who have 

learned to successfully navigate the system by understanding how the system works and where it 

fails. This vantage point is a prime position for “provocation” to post qualitative thinking. My 

dissertation is a beginning point for opening up conversation related to the use of policy to 

address educational issues and concerns related to social media use by school employees. Gillies 
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(2013) encourages educational leaders to use Foucauldian analysis “to challenge and to test the 

assumptions and received wisdom which populate” educational discourses (p. 26).   

As an educational leader, I found energy in this type of analysis due to the very nature of 

poststructural theories, which reject truth and facts. As a veteran educator of more than twenty 

years, I have witnessed the rise and fall of many educational truths. These truths are part of the 

continuous parade of programs and measures promising to solve educational problems. Yet, I 

have often found the answers lacking and have wondered if the problem was not the never-

ending parade. Thinking with theory has provided me with a useful tool for examining and 

resisting what counts as truth, what gets identified as a problem and what methods are used for 

solving problems. More importantly, Foucault’s theories have exposed how power functions 

through policy as discourse to develop knowledge that produces the very problems it is created 

to solve.  

Implications for Policy & Leadership 

Deleuze said, “Thinking begins in provocation” (in Nealon & Giroux, 2012, p. 8). As an 

educational leader, I have been provoked to think through this dissertation and the use of post 

qualitative inquiry about my work with policy, especially around the issue of social media use by 

school employees. As this paper ends, the question of “What now?” emerges. For educational 

leaders, the perspective of poststructural, Foucauldian theory allows for a different type of 

engagement on the dance floor of education, which is not solution focused but problem and 

power focused. Further, a poststructural change in perspective is not for the purpose of producing 

better understanding and better outcomes, but to disrupt and dismantle what is conventional and 

easy. This is a very different type of engagement in education. It will require educational leaders 

to be on the balcony of theory, while also being on the dance floor where educational issues are 
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faced. Heifetz and Linsky write, “The goal is to come as close as you can to being in both places 

[the balcony and the dance floor] simultaneously” (p. 53). This process of being in two places at 

once is messy and uncertain, much like the work of post qualitative inquiry. It does not have a 

prescribed process, but is responsive and fluid. In this dissertation, I have practiced being in two 

places at once. As I have thought and written with Foucault’s theories regarding educational 

policy and social media use by employees, I have also been immersed in my daily work as a 

human resources administrator monitoring and enforcing policy. Through this deconstructive 

thinking, I have been invited and incited (often in “real time”) to question and disrupt normative 

ideas, as well as my role in the process, for the purpose of “re-orienting thought” (St. Pierre, 

2019a, p. 2). This re-thinking does not end with this paper, but with a duty to continue to put 

theory to work in my leadership life. Foucault (2001) describes this duty as “parrhesia” or “free 

speech” (p. 11). For Foucault, parrhesia involves five key elements, which are frankness, truth, 

danger, criticism and duty: 

Parrhesia is a verbal activity in which a speaker expresses his personal relationship to 

truth, and risks his life because he recognizes truth-telling as a duty to improve or help 

other people (as well as himself). In parrhesia, the speaker uses his freedom and chooses 

frankness instead of persuasion, truth instead of falsehood or silence, the risk of death 

instead of life and security, criticism instead of flattery, and moral duty instead of self-

interest and moral apathy. (p. 20) 

Educational leaders can engage in parrhesia as another doing of thinking with theory. As new 

critiques emerge, those must be courageously explored and shared. This dissertation is meant to 

be a provocation to think and speak otherwise through the use of theory. This does not mean that 

educational leaders must be negative or angry. Instead, as Nealon & Giroux (2012) write, “The 
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point [of theory] is never that everything is ‘bad’. ...Rather, the point of theory might be better 

stated as ‘everything is suspicious’” (p. 6). Therefore, educational leaders must become 

suspicious of whatever is agreed upon as the right answers and common sense solutions to 

educational problems. Suspicion requires doubt and curiosity. Suspicious educational leaders 

will ask questions about the creation, use and revision of policies, training programs, 

professional development courses and other standard practices. This does not imply that 

educational leaders need to reject and discard these programs or methods. The goal is not the 

outcome. The goal is rigorous engagement in thinking and rethinking what counts as meaningful 

and necessary in education.  

Thinking with theory invites and incites change, but not as predetermined or one-size-

fits-all solutions. Change occurs as power relations are disrupted and questioned, so that what 

was invisible is made visible. Foucault (1995/1977) described the impact of lighting and 

surveillance in the panopticon when he wrote, “visibility is a trap” (p. 200). Visibility allowed 

for improved monitoring and discipline of prisoners. In this way, visibility is also a trap for 

power because through post qualitative inquiry the productive nature of power and the working 

of power relations are made visible. In my research, I make visible the nature of power and how 

power functions through policy by way of a variety of instruments. The nature of power is 

productive and relational. When the nature of power is visible in this way, it opens up the 

possibility for change because power is no longer fixed in a leadership position or belonging to a 

policy or ruling document. As educational leaders recognize the “webs of power” that are active, 

then new ways of examining policy and social media use by employees are opened up. For 

example, educational leaders do not have to solely engage board members to change or challenge 
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policy. Because power is webbed and exists everywhere, leaders can and should involve students 

and teachers in questioning and challenging policy.  

In Chapters 5 and 6, I focused heavily on how power works through the instruments of 

new hire orientation and professional development training courses, but I also showed in those 

chapters how policy is enacted in various smaller, less noticed ways through conversations, 

observations, reports and even text messages. I exposed multiple artifacts of policy and 

discourse-at-work that are often unnoticed in schools, such as posters and painted spirit rocks. 

Making policy, power and discourse visible for educational leaders is critical because it is 

impossible to effectively change what you cannot see as problematic. This is why power seeks to 

work in secret and silence (Foucault, 1990/1978). If educators can view policy as I do, then it 

changes what is problematic. Policy shifts from being the solution to being the problem. This 

viewpoint changes everything and allows educational leaders to see how policy creates and 

maintains problems.  

I have shown how social media use policy makes subjects by producing professional 

educators and proper educators. Yet, these subject positions of educators only exist neatly on 

paper. For example, a teacher may comply with social media policy by not “friending” students 

on Facebook (visible), but at the same time may not comply with policy by using Facebook 

during instructional hours (invisible). In other words, a teacher can be both proper and improper 

at the same time, disrupting fixed binary oppositions. Policy seeks to produce strict categories 

and subject positions for educators, but what occurs in schools is much more complex. Ball et al., 

(2012) write, “Policy making and policy makers tend to assume ‘best possible’ environments for 

‘implementation’: ideal buildings, students and teachers and plentiful resources. Policy makers 

do not necessarily take into account the reality of school” (p. 148-189). Perfect environments and 
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fixed categories do not exist, and when they are assumed, as in social media policy, it is 

problematic because normative ideals exclude the realities of specific, local contexts. When 

policy is made problematic, then the normativities produced by discourse and power become 

visible. Social media policy is crafted around normative ideals, and thus does not consider the 

complexity of subjectivity, and as a result has to respond with policy revisions. For example, 

prior to the most current revision of the Employee Use of Social Media policy, employees were 

deemed unprofessional if they “friended” any current students on social media, which included 

family members. Because policy was structured on a normative ideal, rather than written from 

“the reality of school” in a small, close-knit town, the subject position of professional was tight 

and fixed. However, through resistance and the introduction of the complex reality of schools 

and employees’ subjectivities, policy was forced to shift, change and expand the definition of 

professional to include the “friending” of students who were family members or whose parents 

gave permission. This is an example of what might change if educational leaders view policy as 

a created instrument of power, power as relational, and subjectivity as fluid.  

Because policy is unstable, change is possible through resistance. Further, it is important 

that educational leaders who are in positions for creating and revising policy “give serious 

attention to the messy complexity of schools and not impose a ‘theory from above’” (Ball et al., 

2012, p. 149). In order to give serious attention, educational leaders will have to slow down and 

make space and time to think differently. This is one of the significant changes that can occur if 

educational leaders will think with theory. One of the “subtle procedures” of power in 

educational leadership is to equate effective leadership with quick response time to problems 

(Foucault, 1995/1977, p. 178). This subtle procedure minimizes resistance and shortens the 

window to think differently because a quick response requires a leader to lean on what they 
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already know. Therefore, one way an educational leader can engage in fearless speech is by 

slowing down, refusing the “too easy” (Foucault, 1994b, p. 456) answers and instead asking 

“what happens” (Foucault, 1982, p. 786). For a human resource administrator, this may happen 

when an employee’s behavior resists the intent of a policy, but their behavior is not directly 

specified as improper in policy. The “too easy” answer is to revise the policy so that the behavior 

is directly specified as improper and future resistance is minimized. Fearless speech occurs when 

a human resources administrator asks questions like this: What happens when policy is revised to 

respond to an instance of employee behavior? How has policy actually created the improper 

behavior? Fearless speech changes conservations and the possible solutions to educational issues. 

Thus, post qualitative inquiry is a useful tool for making normative processes and the nature of 

power visible and open to critique.   

Throughout Foucault's writings on power, he reminds his readers that freedom and 

agency are always at work in power relationships, which is why resistance is always present.  An 

educational leader’s freedom is a responsibility and a call to listen and speak. Foucault (2001) 

explains, in parrhesia, “The orator [is one] who speaks the truth to those who cannot accept his 

truth … and who may be exiled, or punished in some way, [and] is free to keep silent” (p. 19). 

The orator does not speak because she is physically compelled, but because she is morally 

compelled. Silence would be optimal because she speaks knowing that the truth she speaks will 

not be accepted. Yet, she has a duty to speak because she knows the truth. By truth, Foucault 

does not mean a universal truth or truth that requires proof or scientific evidence. Instead, this 

truth is identifiable because it is spoken at great risk to the speaker, but is spoken nonetheless 

because the speaker has critiqued power and made visible the truths that had been hidden.  A 

leader has the duty to see and speak against what is normative and privileged. Thinking with 
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theory is a key leadership skill. Questioning and disrupting what everyone already knows is the 

skill that requires fearless leadership. Fearless leaders pause, think and rethink before jumping 

into action, even when the refusal to act quickly may put their reputation, competency and job in 

jeopardy. There are multiple practices that fearless leaders can engage in to disrupt policy. These 

practices may be simple and informal, such as engaging colleagues in conversations that position 

policy as problematic and the role of leaders in surveillance and self-regulation around policy. 

This is a simple practice that I have engaged in during my dissertation with varying effects. This 

practice is likely to produce discomfort and confusion, which is an indication that the practice is 

effective because when what we know is disrupted, it is uncomfortable. Leaders can engage in 

more formal practices for thinking with theory by changing meeting agendas to include reading 

and discussion of critical theory related to current policy or problems at hand, thereby disrupting 

the practice/theory binary. Leaders can also practice refusal by refusing to approve or support the 

easy solutions of policy revision or creating additional professional development training for 

employees to address problems. 

Educational leaders are surrounded by policies, accountability measures and “best 

practices,” which are hailed as the right solutions to educational issues. To question these 

normative solutions is to speak a truth most others cannot accept or hear. This type of speech 

puts an educational leader at risk. Yet, as Foucault (2001) described, without risk, parrhesia is 

not really present. Risk does not require the risk of physical death, but instead may risk death to 

one’s reputation, popularity or competence. In translating Foucault’s writing, Joseph Pearson 

described parrhesia as “fearless speech” not because the situation is fear-free, but because the 

speech is made courageously in a fearful situation. Educational leaders who engage in fearless 

speech are needed to re-orient thought regarding the use of policy as the right solution to 
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educational issues like social media use, low performing schools and teacher retention. Policy 

does not solve problems; instead it omits conversation related to issues by employing rules and 

practices that claim to fix the problems. For example, policy on teacher retention suggests that by 

easing licensure requirements and raising salaries, retention issues will be solved. In this way, 

power works through policy by pretending to solve the problem of retention, which silences 

further discussion and pushes leaders to focus on other problems that still need solving. Social 

media policy defines professional and proper behavior, which enables leaders and others 

(students, parents and other employees) to surveil and identify themselves and others. This 

produces the self-formation of docile bodies by employees and increases the risk in speaking 

against policy because policy is known and accepted by the majority. Foucault (2001) writes, 

“The parrhesiastes risks his privilege to speak freely when he discloses a truth which threatens 

the majority” (p. 18). In other words, educational leaders practice parrhesia when they speak 

against policy because policy threatens what is normative and accepted by the majority of 

people.  

Foucault (2001) describes the “speech activity” of parrhesia as taking on the form of 

frankness and ownership by saying, “I am the one who thinks this and that” (p. 13). In other 

words, to speak with frankness, an educational leader must own their words and thoughts. They 

must speak clearly “by avoiding any kind of rhetorical form which would veil what he thinks” 

(Foucault, 2001, p. 12). This is contrary to the way educational leaders, especially those in the 

central office positions, are traditionally trained to speak. As a school administrator, I was taught 

to engage in Crucial Conversations and seek “win-win” solutions that “defuse hostility” and lead 

to consensus (Rebore, 2015, p. 323). At times, I was told this would mean biting my tongue for 

the great good of agreement. While Foucault is not advocating for rudeness or carelessness, his 
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point is that frankness is not concerned with buy-in or agreement, but with truth as it relates to 

power. Further, for Foucault, parrhesia is not possible if agreement is likely. As described in 

Chapter 2, an educator’s usefulness is parallel to their docility or compliance with dominant 

norms. Therefore, when an educational leader speaks frankly in opposition to the dominant 

norms that make their position secure, it is an indication of parrhesia because the leader is 

engaging in truth-telling in a dangerous situation. Finally, parrhesia is a “form of criticism, 

either towards another or towards oneself, but always in a situation where the speaker or 

confessor is in a position of inferiority” (Foucault, 2001, p. 17-18). In other words, it is not 

enough that educational leaders speak fearlessly to their staff or their students where there is 

little risk. They must also speak fearlessly publicly to themselves and to those in positions of 

authority. For educational leaders, this involves questioning traditional, accepted practices at 

times and in places where parents, board members and other school leaders are present. For 

human resource administrators, it may mean disagreeing with the creation of a policy or 

questioning why a policy revision is required. It is the practice of verbally drawing attention to 

how policy and instruments of power produce subject positions of school employees, which 

causes employees to be divided inside themselves and from others. Moreover, it means speaking 

without seeking a win-win result or working for buy-in. Instead, as Gilles (2013) writes, 

“Parrhesia is a mechanism by which the powerful can be served some kind of moral reminder, 

some advice which they need to consider in relation to themselves” (p. 63). In this way, this 

dissertation represents my step in parrhesia. For it is certainly dangerous for a human resources 

leader to question the use of policy to others or to themself. Yet, through this dissertation, I 

question my use of policy as a school leader and challenge other educational leaders to join me 

in considering “what happens” because policy is widely used in schools. I agree with St. Pierre 
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(2019a), when she wrote “At some point, what ‘cannot be thought and yet must be thought’ is no 

longer optional but an ethical obligation” (p. 5). For me, the point for re-thinking the use of 

policy is now. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

My research is a snapshot of how policy can be deconstructed and destabilized when 

thinking with theory is employed in research. While my research focused on the employee use of 

social media policy and the production of the binary oppositions of professional/personal and 

proper/improper, there are various other binary oppositions that can be explored that also subject 

employees. One binary opposition that is maintained in the background of social media policy 

and the online training course, but that I did not explore, is masculine/feminine and how 

gendered roles in education play into the role and use of policy. This would be an interesting and 

important future inquiry. Further, my research looked closely at the new hire orientation process 

as an employee’s introduction into policy and reviewed one online training course. However, 

there are many other instruments and processes that are used to train and discipline employees in 

policy. For example, policy works through many school levels processes, such as beginning 

teacher programs, faculty meetings, district wide emails, and professional learning communities, 

to subject, train and monitor employees in the discourse of education professionalism. These 

areas are part of a school system’s “deliverology” that “gets policy ‘done’ in very effective ways 

by creating an economy of visibility which brings students, teachers and school directly into the 

gaze of policy” (Ball et al., 2012, p. 139). My work could also be expanded to analyze the 

instruments of surveillance that are produced and used to train and monitor employees’ use of 

social media. My research is a starting point for further thought on the topic of social media use 

by school employees and exposes many openings for further research.  



 

	

177 

Educational issues are complex and cannot be solved simply by the implementation of a 

new or better policy. My hope is that more school administrators will begin to question the use of 

policy as the go-to solution to educational problems. As educators resist policy as the easy 

solutions to problems and employ poststructural theories for thinking about policy and 

educational issues, then new thought and new ideas will emerge that can create a better education 

system that has “not yet” been possible (St. Pierre, 2019b, p. 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

	

178 

References  

Bacchi, C. (2015). Problematizations in alcohol policy: WHO’s alcohol problems. Contemporary  

Drug Problems, 42(2), 130–147. 

Bacchi, C. (2016). Problematizations in health policy: Questioning how “problems” are  

constituted in policies. SAGE Open, 1-16. 

Ball, S. J. (1993). What is policy? Texts, trajectories and toolboxes. Discourse: Studies in the  

Cultural Politics of Education, 13(2), 10-17, https://doi.org/10.1080/0159630930130203 

Ball, S. J. (2015). What is policy? 21 years later: Reflections on the possibilities of policy  

research. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 36(3), 306–313. 

https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1080/01596306.2015.1015279 

Ball, S. J., Maguire, M., & Braun, A. (2012). How schools do policy: Policy enactments in  

secondary schools. Routledge. 

Barad, K. (2003). Posthumanist performativity: Toward an understanding of how matter comes  

to matter. Signs, 28(3), 801–831. https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1086/345321 

Beth, S. (2018). Dollywood’s quiet attractions: Calico Falls schoolhouse.  

https://www.roadtripsandrollercoasters.com/dollywoods-quiet-attractions/ 

Black, W. L., Jr. (2017). When teachers go viral: Balancing institutional efficacy against the first  

amendment rights of public educators in the age of Facebook. The Missouri Law Review, 

82, 51-90. 

Bon, S. C., Bathon, J., & Balzano, A.M. (2013). Social media use-and misuse-by teachers:  

Looking to the courts for human resource policy guidance. Journal of School Public 

Relations, 34(2), 193–217. https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.3138/jspr.34.2.193 

Bretschneider, S., Frederick, F. J., Marc-Aurele, J., & Wu, J. (2005). “Best practices”  



 

	

179 

research: A methodological guide for the perplexed. Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory, 15(2), 307–323. 

Bubb, S., & Earley, P. (2004). Managing teacher workload: Work-life balance and wellbeing.  

SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Burman, E. (2017). From subjectification to subjectivity in education policy research  

relationships. In J. N. Lester, C. R. Lochmiller, & R. E. Gabriel (Eds.), Discursive 

perspectives on education policy and implementation (pp. 65-87). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Burman, E., & MacLure, M. (2011). Deconstruction as a method of research. In B. Somekh &  

C. Lewin (Eds.), Theory and methods in social research (2nd ed.) (pp. 286-294). SAGE.  

Butler, J. (1995). For a careful reading. In S. Benhabib, J. Butler, D. Cornell, & N. Fraser (Eds.),  

Feminist contentions: A philosophical exchange (pp. 127–143). Routledge. 

Butler, J. (2005). Giving an account of oneself. Fordham University Press. 

Carpenter, J. P., & Harvey, S. (2019). “There’s no referee on social media”: Challenges in  

educator professional social media use. Teaching & Teacher Education, 86, 1-12. 

https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.102904 

Cleveland County Schools. (2020a, April 27). Employee use of social media: Policy code 7335.  

https://docs.google.com/a/clevelandcountyschools.org/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=Y2

xldmVsYW5kY291bnR5c2Nob29scy5vcmd8Ym9hcmQtb2YtZWR1Y2F0aW9uLXBvb

GljeS1tYW51YWx8Z3g6MzM0MzUyMDFiNzkzMTlkZQ 

Cleveland County Schools. (2020b, April 27). Staff responsibilities: Policy code 7300.  

https://docs.google.com/a/appstate.edu/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=Y2xldmVsYW5kY

291bnR5c2Nob29scy5vcmd8Ym9hcmQtb2YtZWR1Y2F0aW9uLXBvbGljeS1tYW51Y

Wx8Z3g6N2ZjOTM3MWE1ZGMyNzUyMw 



 

	

180 

Cleveland County Schools. (2020c, November 9). Code of ethics and standards of conduct:  

Policy code 7000. https://docs.google.com/a/appstate.edu/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid= 

Y2xldmVsYW5kY291bnR5c2Nob29scy5vcmd8Ym9hcmQtb2YtZWR1Y2F0aW9uLXB

vbGljeS1tYW51YWx8Z3g6MzY1NTZiZWE0MDA1ZDAzZg 

Clifford, G. J. (2014). Those good Gertrudes: A social history of women teachers in America.  

Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Connors, M. (2015, November 2). Posting to social media? Think first. The Virginian-Pilot.  

https://www.pilotonline.com/news/education/article_4730d6ef-7957-5fd4-a09b-

e09354dc83ff.html 

Crotty, M. (2015). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the research  

process. SAGE. 

Davies, B. & Gannon, S. (2011). Feminism/post-structuralism. In B. Somekh &  

C. Lewin (Eds.) Theory and methods in social research (2nd ed., pp. 312-319). SAGE.  

Deffenbaugh, W. S. (1922). Administration of schools in the smaller cities. Bulletin, 1922, No.  

2. Bureau of Education, Department of the Interior. 

Deleuze, G. (1983). Nietzche & philosophy (H. Tomlinson, Trans.). Columbia University Press. 

Derrida, J., & Caputo, J. D. (1997). Deconstruction in a nutshell: A conversation with Jacques  

Derrida. Oxford University Press USA. 

Fontinha, R., Easton, S., & Van Laar, D. (2019). Overtime and quality of working life in  

academics and nonacademics: The role of perceived work-life balance. International 

Journal of Stress Management, 26(2), 173–183. https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/ 

10.1037/str0000067 

Foucault, M. (1972). The archaeology of knowledge and the discourse on language (A. M.  



 

	

181 

Sheridan Smith, Trans.). Pantheon Books. (Original work published 1969). 

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/Knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings: 1972-1977. (L.  

Marshall, C. Gordon, J. Mepham, & K. Soper, Trans.), (C. Gordon, Ed.). Pantheon 

Books.  

Foucault, M. (1981). The order of discourse. In R. Young (Eds.), Untying the text: A  

post-structualist reader. Routledge. 

Foucault, M. (1982). The subject and power. Critical Inquiry, 8(4), 777-795. 

Foucault, M. (1985). The history of sexuality: Volume 2: The use of pleasure. (R. Hurley,  

Trans.). Penguin. 

Foucault, M. (1988). Truth, power, self: An interview with Michel Foucault, October 25, 1982  

(R. Martin, Interviewer). In L. H. Martin, H. Guman, & P. H. Hutton (Eds.), 

Technologies of the self: A seminar with Michel Foucault (pp. 9-15). University of 

Massachusetts Press.  

Foucault, M. (1990). The history of sexuality: Volume 1: An introduction. (R. Hurley, Trans.;  

2nd ed.). Vintage Books. (Original work published 1978) 

Foucault, M. (1991). Politics and the study of discourse. In G. Burchell, C. Gordon, & P. Miller  

(Eds.), The Foucault effect: Studies in governmentality (pp. 53-72). University of 

Chicago Press. 

Foucault, M. (1994a). Ethics: Subjectivity and truth. The New Press. 

Foucault, M. (1994b). So is it important to think? In J. Faubion & P. Rabinow (Eds.), Michel  

Foucault: Power. New Press. 

Foucault, M. (1995). Discipline & punish: The birth of the prison. (A. Sheridan, Trans.; 2nd ed.).  

Vintage Books. (Original work published 1977). 



 

	

182 

Foucault, M. (1997). Ethics, subjectivity and truth: Essential works of Foucault 1954–1984. Vol.  

I (P. Rabinow, Ed.). Penguin. 

Foucault, M. (2001). Fearless speech (J. Pearson, Ed.). MIT Press. 

Foucault, M. (2003). Society must be defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 

1975-1976 (D. Macey, Trans.). Picador. 

Foucault, M. (2007). Security, territory, population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 

1977-1978. Picador. 

Freie, C., & Eppley, K. (2014). Putting Foucault to work: Understanding power in a rural school.  

Peabody Journal of Education, 89(5), 652–669. 

García, E., & Weiss, E. (2020). A policy agenda to address the teacher shortage in U.S. public  

schools: The sixth and final report in the “perfect storm in the teacher labor market”  

series. Economic Policy Institute. 

Garland, D. (2014). What is a “history of the present”? On Foucault’s genealogies and their  

critical preconditions. Punishment and Society, 16(4), 365–384. 

Gideonse, H. D. (1992). Teacher education policy: Narratives, stories, and cases. SUNY Press. 

Gillies, D. (2013). Educational leadership and Michel Foucault. Routledge. 

Hall, J. (2019, May 9) The cost of turnover can kill your business and make things less fun.  

Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhall/2019/05/09/the-cost-of-turnover-can-kill- 

your-business-and-make-things-less-fun/?sh=3dcbad597943 

Hayes, L. N. (2018, August 9). More than half of employers have found content on social media  

that caused them NOT to hire a candidate, according to recent CareerBuilder survey.  

CareerBuilder Newsroom. http://press.careerbuilder.com/2018-08-09-More-Than-Half- 



 

	

183 

of-Employers-Have-Found-Content-on-Social-Media-That-Caused-Them-NOT-to-Hire-

a-Candidate-According-to-Recent-CareerBuilder-Survey 

Hayes, S. D., & Burkett, J. R. (2018). Social media and the first amendment: Educators’ trap  

game. Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership, 21(2), 52–64. https://doi-

org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1177/1555458917728762 

Heifetz, R. A., & Linsky, M. (2002). Leadership on the line: Staying alive through the dangers  

of leading. Harvard Business School Press. 

Holland, P., Cooper, B. K., & Hecker, R. (2016). Use of social media at work: A new form of  

employee voice? The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 27(21), 

2621–2634, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2016.1227867 

Indeed. (2021). Social media policy for employees.  

https://www.indeed.com/hire/c/info/social-media-policy#faqs 

Jackson, A. Y., & Mazzei, L. A. (2012). Thinking with theory in qualitative research: Viewing  

data across multiple perspectives. Routledge. 

Jackson, A. Y., & Mazzei, L. A. (2017). Thinking with theory: A new analytics for qualitative  

inquiry. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of qualitative research  

(5th ed., pp. 717-737). SAGE. 

Keeling, D. M., & Lehman, M. N. (2018). Posthumanism. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of  

Communication. https://doi-

org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.013.627 

Klages, M. (2012). Key terms in literary theory. Continuum. 

Koro-Ljungberg, M., & MacLure, M. (2013). Provocations, re-un-visions, death, and other  

possibilities of “data.” Cultural Studies/Critical Methodologies, 13(4), 219–222. 



 

	

184 

LeBlanc, B. (2021, February 25). Walled Lake teacher fired after his Trump tweets files federal  

suit against district. The Detroit News. https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/ 

michigan/2021/02/25/walled-lake-teacher-fired-after-trump-tweets-files-federal-suit/6806 

605002/ 

Magid, L., & Gallagher, K. (2015). An educator’s guide to social media. Connect Safely.  

https://www.connectsafely.org/eduguide/ 

McNee, E. (2013). Disrupting the Pickering balance: First amendment protections for teachers in  

the digital age. Minnesota Law Review, 97(5), 1818–1853. 

Merriam, S. (2002). Qualitative research in practice. Jossey-Bass. 

Merriam-Webster. (2021). https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/etiquette 

Navarrete, A. K. P. (2017). Unsolicited notoriety: Establishing a framework in the application of  

the public figure doctrine to private individuals whose lives intersect with public interest. 

Ateneo Law Journal, 62, 534-638. 

Nealon, J. T., & Giroux, S. S. (2012).  The theory toolbox: Critical concepts for the humanities, 

arts, & social sciences. Rowman & Littlefield. 

Niesche, R. (2011). Foucault and educational leadership: Disciplining the principal. Routledge. 

Niesche, R., & Gowlett, C. (2014). Advocating a post-structuralist politics for educational  

leadership. Educational Philosophy & Theory, 47(4), 1-15. https://doi-

org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1080/00131857.2014.976930 

North Carolina State Board of Education. (1998). 16 NCAC 6C .0601 and 16 NCAC 6C .0602  

Policy regarding the Code of Ethics for North Carolina Educators. 

https://www.dpi.nc.gov/media/55/download 

Obama, B. (2016, October 17). Remarks by the president on education at Benjamin Banneker  



 

	

185 

Academic High School [Speech]. The White House. https://obamawhitehouse.archives. 

gov/the-press-office/2016/10/17/remarks-president-education 

O’Connor, K. W., & Schmidt, G. B. (2015). “Facebook fired”: Legal standards for social  

media–based terminations of K-12 public school teachers. SAGE Open. https://doi-

org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1177/2158244015575636 

O’Donovan, E. (2012). Social media: Guidelines for school administrators. District  

Administration, 48(7), 34–36. 

Oremus, W., Alcantara, C., Merrill, J. B., & Galocha, A. (2021, October 26). How Facebook 

shapes your feed. The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/ 

interactive/2021/how-facebook-algorithm-works/ 

Pajares, F. (2008). The ones we remember: Scholars reflect on teachers who made a difference.  

Information Age Publishing. 

Pickering v. Board of Education of Township High School District, 391 U.S. 563 (1968).  

https://www.lexisnexis.com/community/casebrief/p/casebrief-pickering-v-bd-of-educ 

Piddocke, S., Manley-Casimir, M. E., & Magsino, R. F. (1997). Teachers in trouble: An  

exploration of the normative character of teaching. University of Toronto Press,  

Scholarly Publishing Division. 

Popkewitz, T. S., & Brennan, M. (1998). Foucault’s challenge: Discourse, knowledge, and  

power in education. Teachers College Press. 

Postel, L. (2021, January 17). Lake teacher’s firing upheld because of ‘lewd’ TikTok videos.  

Orlando Sentinel. https://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/education/os-ne-lake- 

teacher-fired-tiktok-20210107-ylvr77cr6rggrcy6ffgvwnhu7a-story.html 

Public Schools of North Carolina. (2021). Beginning teacher support program handbook: A  



 

	

186 

guide for NC beginning teacher coordinators. 

https://www.dpi.nc.gov/media/10536/download 

Public School Works. (n.d.). Cleveland County Schools - Board policies.  

https://corp.publicschoolworks.com/ 

Public School Works. (2017). Social media: Personal and professional use.  

https://corp.publicschoolworks.com/ 

Public School Works. (2021). Bloodborne pathogens for school employees.  

https://corp.publicschoolworks.com/ 

Pylypa, J. (1998). Power and bodily practice: Applying the work of Foucault to the anthropology  

of the body. Arizona Anthropologist, 13, 21-36. 

Raths, D. (2017). Steering social media: Districts seek to balance creativity and experimentation  

with safety and privacy. District Administration, 53(12), 53–55. 

Rayl, M. L. (2017, June 30). Digital disruptions: Handling social media misuse by students and  

educators. Fisher Phillips. https://www.fisherphillips.com/news-insights/digital- 

disruptions-handling-social-media-misuse-by-students-and-educators.html 

Rebore, R. W. (2015). Human resources administration in education. (10th ed.) Pearson. 

Rose, N. S. (2007). Politics of life itself : Biomedicine, power, and subjectivity in the twenty-first  

century. Princeton University Press. 

Rose, N., & Miller, P. (2010). Political power beyond the state: Problematics of government.  

British Journal of Sociology, 61(1), 271–303. https://doi-

org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2009.01247.x 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. S. (2012). Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data (3rd ed.).  

SAGE. 



 

	

187 

Russo, C. J. (2015). “Friending” students on social media. School Business Affairs, 81(3), 35–38. 

Schwartz, S. (2018, August 24). A teacher was suspended for posting a video of herself pole  

dancing. But what are her rights? Education Week. https://www.edweek.org/technology/ 

a-teacher-was-suspended-for-posting-a-video-of-herself-pole-dancing-but-what-are-her-

rights/2018/08 

Shirky, C. (2008). Here comes everybody: The power of organizing without organizations.  

Penguin Books. 

Skidmore, J. (2020). Policy and open education. Less boring than you might think. Education.  

https://www.jamesmskidmore.com/skidwriting/policy-and-open-education  
Somekh, B., & Lewis, C. (2011). Theory and methods in social research (2nd ed.). SAGE. 

Sorensen, T. J., & McKim, A. J. (2014). Perceived work-life balance ability, job satisfaction, and  

professional commitment among agriculture teachers. Journal of Agricultural Education,  

55(4), 116–132. 

Spigolon, T. (2020, October 1). Newton board fires band director for comments on personal  

social media. The Covington News. https://www.covnews.com/news/newton-board-fires- 

band-director-comments-personal-social-media/ 

Spivak, G. C. (2014). Readings. Seagull Books. 

St. Pierre, E. A. (2000). Poststructural feminism in education: An overview. Qualitative Studies  

in Education, 13(5), 477–515. 

St. Pierre, E. A. (2017). Writing post qualitative inquiry. Qualitative Inquiry, 1-6. 

St. Pierre, E. A. (2019a). Post qualitative inquiry, the refusal of method, and the risk of the new.  

Qualitative Inquiry, 1-7.  

St. Pierre, E. A. (2019b). Post qualitative inquiry in an ontology of immanence. Qualitative  



 

	

188 

Inquiry, 25(1), 3–16. https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1177/1077800418772634 

St. Pierre, E. A. (2021). Why post qualitative inquiry? Qualitative Inquiry, 27(2), 163-166.  

https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1177/1077800420931142 

Sturgeon, L. (2019, September 10). The use and misuse of social media in schools. Quarterly  

Education Law Updates. https://www.legal-island.com/articles/uk/features/education-law 

/2019/sept/the-use-and-misuse-of-social-media-in-schools/ 

Swift, D. (Director). (1960). Pollyanna [Film]. Walt Disney Productions. 

Vaidhyanathan, S. (2018). Anti-social media: How Facebook disconnects us and undermines  

democracy. Oxford University Press. 

Vasek, M. & Hendricks, R. (2016). Teachers, social media, and free speech. EJournal of  

Education Policy, 1–10. 

We Are Teachers. (2021). https://www.weareteachers.com/free-inspirational-teaching-posters/ 

Weedon, C. (1997). Feminist practice and poststructuralist theory. Blackwell Publishers. 

Weir, B. (2020, October 19). Windsor High School principal fired over June social media post  

critical of BLM. My Champlain Valley Local News. 

https://www.mychamplainvalley.com /news/local-news/windsor-high-school-principal-

fired-over-facebook-post/ 

White, A. L. (1959). Characteristics of local school board policy manuals. Bulletin, 1959, No.  

14. Office of Education, US Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. 

Will, M. (2020). Teachers, politics & social media: A volatile mix. Education Week, 39(26),  

1–12. 

Yahoo News. (2013, May 1). Number of active users at Facebook over the years.  

https://news.yahoo.com/number-active-users-facebook-over-230449748.html 



 

	

189 

Young, I. M. (2003). The logic of masculinist protection: Reflections on the current  

security state. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture & Society, 29(1), 1-25. 

https://doi-org.proxy006.nclive.org/10.1086/375708 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

	

190 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Vita 
 
 

Jennifer Sloan Wampler was born in Louisiana, to Dr. John and Martha Sloan. She 

graduated from Kings Mountain High School in North Carolina in June 1994. The following 

autumn, she entered Appalachian State University on the North Carolina Teaching Fellows 

scholarship, and in May 1998, she was awarded the Bachelor of Science degree. In the fall of 

1998, she accepted a position as a science teacher at Wake Forest-Rolesville High School in 

Wake Forest, NC, where she taught for six years. During this time, she earned her National 

Board Certification in Adolescent Science. In August 2004, she returned to Appalachian State 

University on the Principal Fellows scholarship to study school administration, and in May 2006 

she was awarded the Master of School Administration degree. Following graduation, she worked 

as an assistant principal for two years in Gaston County Schools and as a principal for five and 

half years in Cleveland County Schools. In December 2013, she was promoted to Executive 

Director of Human Resources. She completed her Educational Specialist Degree at Appalachian 

in August 2014. She currently works as the Assistant Superintendent of Operational and Human 

Services in Cleveland County Schools. She completed her doctoral work at Appalachian State 

University in May 2022. 

Jennifer has been a member of the North Carolina Beta Chi chapter of Alpha Delta 

Kappa for more than 16 years. She is an active member of First Baptist Church Kings Mountain. 

She resides in Kings Mountain, NC with her husband and two daughters.  

 


