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Defining Features 
Summerhill School was founded in 1921 by A.S. Neill, whose work on education and child development was of international repute especially in the 1960s and 70s when it became a ‘transatlantic cult’ (Skidelsky 1969: 15), though his publications have never been out of print in Japan, and are now being reprinted in the US and UK (Ayers 2003; ed. Vaughan 2006). Neill was interested in practice not theory, and Summerhill was his exemplar. The school currently describes itself as ‘the oldest child democracy in the world’ (www.Summerhillschool.org) and remains unchanged in its ways of self-government since Neill’s time. It is a predominantly residential ‘free’ school, one much inspected and criticised down the years by the relevant Government Inspectorates in England. In 1999 the Education Inspectorate (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, HMI, who work within the Office for Education Standards, OfSTED) tried to close down the school, lodging a series of objections that the school was forced to legally resist in order to remain open and true to its principles. Ending the policy of voluntary attendance at lessons has been the government’s enduring target. The government failed, and since then the school has prospered. Indeed, a recent Social Services inspection report praised the school’s ‘very high’ levels of pupil satisfaction (CSCI: 2005). The conservative Telegraph newspaper contrasted today’s Summerhill with CSCI criticisms of leading English private schools: ‘some boarding schools may be wondering today whether AS Neill was not on to something after all’ (18.6.2005). 
The current roll (c90) includes children from age 4 to 16, from countries as varied as the UK, US, Germany, Holland, Japan, Taiwan and Korea. The core of the school is the Meeting, where pupils and staff, on a one person-one vote basis, decide how the school will be run. In addition, younger children may also appeal to older children (this varies according to maturity but is generally those over 11) who act as mentors and are called Ombudsmen (of either sex). A series of committees and pupil-appointed functionaries run aspects of the school – for example, bedtimes are decided by the Meeting, and supervised by ‘Beddies Officers’. The school is divided into 5 age-related houses, called Cottage, San, House, Shack, and Carriage, in ascending order of age. Spatially, the grounds of the school comprise several acres of woodland, some open grassy areas, a large house, and a number of one-storey classroom blocks. Most staff live-in, and are housed in caravans scattered around the grounds. The school is located on the edge of a small town in rural East Anglia, England, where it was re-located in 1927.The school is fee-paying, and has charitable status. The school has obvious affinities with Deweyan schools, in its child-centred rationale and emphasis of democratic government, and served as a model for over 600 such free schools in the US in the 1960s and 70s. To the school’s knowledge, none of these off-shoots now exist, although of course related ‘free schools’ survive.
Research Evidence

The easiest way to interpret Summerhill is to succumb to its difference. It is democratic while schools are generally autocratic. There is an egalitarian relation between adults and children. It rejects compulsion in relation to attendance at lessons, examinations, assessment, and even report cards to parents. It is exotic and so we read it, easily or uneasily, against our prejudices. 

The research we refer to throughout is a single element of a larger project focussed on the controversial issue of ‘touching’ behaviours between education and childcare professionals and children in a number of settings
. We had become aware that the ‘touching’ of children, as an aspect of professional practice, was causing concern: ‘Physical contact could be misconstrued by a child, parent/carer, or observer … it is unwise to attribute touching to the style of work or way of relating to pupils’ (quote primary school teacher, Piper 2002: 2). Reported injunctions, with which we became familiar, included always having a second adult to witness intimate care routines, minimising cuddling young children, and even requiring particular ways of doing this, such as the sideways cuddle (to avoid any full-frontal contact). 
Summerhill School was selected because we anticipated
, on the basis of previous research experience in the school, that it could be seen as being at one end of a continuum, a school generally thought to be less ‘regulated’ and where pupils were part of a self-governing community. The original intent to explore ‘touch’ at Summerhill was quickly affected by the recognition of touch per se as a banal issue. The unique characteristics of Summerhill made it obvious that ‘touch’ is merely an aspect of other social, organisational, cultural, and ethical features of the environment in which it occurs. We could only understand ‘touch’ at Summerhill if we explored Summerhillian practices of the self, the other, the community, the culture - and the reproduction of all these. Understanding these characteristics of this unusual case and their relationships to the problematics of touch offers an instructive contrast to wider social and educational contexts. 
As we asked about adults touching children, children touching each other, adults touching adults, it felt a bit ‘pervy’ as a subject for conversation, an attempt to un-naturalise what the subjects regarded as absolutely normal. Our discomfort surfaced in our field-notes:  ‘how do you say they “rubbed against one another” (two Taiwanese girls) or “he put his hand on her thigh” … without immediately being in a sexual register?’. What was the overall source of our uneasiness?  It seemed that asking such questions carried a sexual innuendo that became more prominent as the fieldwork continued. In a 2001 mini-inspection of the school, the Government Inspector had drawn attention to ‘inappropriate touching’ as a teacher gave a piggy-back to a small child. When asked what touching was appropriate, the Inspector’s answer was unequivocal:  ‘no touching’. What we were doing as researchers felt like another case of ‘inappropriate touching’, and asking questions about touching in Summerhill felt contaminating. Purity and prurience kept changing place. Our questions posited ‘touch’ precisely in its moral panic terms, which is where the potency of our research question comes from. 
There is a contrast between the practical management of risk of whatever kind (most likely to be nuisance or petty theft in Summerhill situations) and the Inspector’s anticipatory prohibition of the very possibility of error or even mistaken perception, always conceived as implicitly sexual in nature (ie ‘no touching’). It was interesting that when we presented those sorts of ‘outside world’ scares (eg no adult and child together in an otherwise solitary situation) and explained the rationale to older Summerhill pupils, they looked astonished, and said:  ‘if they don’t trust in the teacher to actually be on their own with pupils then that’s just pathetic’. Yet the staff nevertheless receive obligatory ‘child protection’ training and inspection days, and consider some of it irrelevant to what goes on in Summerhill (eg ‘What would you do if a parent came up to school smelling of alcohol?’ – in a boarding school not a very relevant example, as a teacher pointed out). 

Another major difference from other schools is that pupils propose and police laws to ensure the proper running of the school, their own privacy, and the rights of individuals. These laws are decided democratically, with each child and teacher having one vote. They address specific problems as they arise, rather than envisaging possible problems in terms of universal prescription. Even the School Laws have numerous specific exceptions. For example, Law 48:  ‘Freddy can have a stick bigger than him’
. In Summerhill ‘touch’, is not a sensitive issue – and indeed appeared a ridiculous intrusion when we brought it up. And as the bringers-up, we became unwilling agents of the same sexualised culture of ‘risk’ that we were committed to investigate impartially, even though there was no impartiality out there for us to adopt as a stance. As outsiders, we felt contaminating, but that was part of the data: we were subjects in transit across Summerhillian boundaries that we could begin to feel in terms of their difference, but not yet understand.

summerhill outside-in

Summerhill is an almost perfect panopticon, incapable of secrets:  ‘There are no secrets here, they all come out. The children believe that there are some, but actually there are no secrets’ (house-parent), and ‘there are no secrets, so it [abuse] couldn’t happen … everything goes to the Meeting and is spoken about and sorted out’ (teacher). It is a total institution with boundaries both invisible and powerful – school pupils/’downtowners’
, locals/Summerhill cosmopolitans
, limits to parental visits
, and hidden definitions of normal/abnormal. As a pupil informed us: ‘there’s other people who have been teaching in normal schools but they find it a really big jump but they do in the end settle in just fine, and are just normal’ (pupil, our stresses). No one is locked in or out, but the borders are not often crossed. Staff members are seldom off-duty in reality; there is a problem of ‘getting time on your own’. Pupils visit them at will:  ‘sometimes you just randomly turn up and say “hi” and have a cup of hot chocolate or something’ (pupil). So without intending anything negative, we suggest that Summerhill is a very precise and reliable mechanism for the social manufacture of selves (see below).

The Meeting scrutinises breaches of the democratically agreed Laws, and legislates for and against transgressors. All adults and children are equally entitled to participate in discussion, criticism and voting. On the occasions we attended the Meeting, around two-thirds of the pupils were present. At that time, there were extant 174 laws which had been voted in over time, including individual and minute prescription of behaviour: for example, ‘Len [aged 5] can have a lighter that doesn’t light but sparkles’. The Meeting has the power to make law, and indeed to abolish any or all laws. As we watched in March 2005, an 11 year-old sought permission to light fires in the woods. Law 79 says she is too young:  ‘Only Shack and over are allowed matches and lighters’. Her claim was that ‘I’m good with fires; it’s a nuisance to find someone who’s older’. The meeting decided that she was responsible enough, but had to undertake that she would not light fires for others of her age or younger and/or leave them in charge. Even those deemed less responsible in that particular ruling voted in her favour. 

Each law is the product of debate and voting, and can be unmade at any time. This is self-regulation with a vengeance. Each alleged transgression is considered in its own right. In each case, and in the Summerhillian’s accumulation of cases over time, there are questions of right and wrong, serious or piddling, appropriate or not. In ways such as these, the school - though it is a community more than a school in the conventional sense - invites and receives an all-embracing allegiance from its membership which is unheard of in state schooling. It manufactures Summerhillians whose loyalties may transcend those of country and home:  ‘my life is more kind of here and not at home … I would call this [Summerhill] home, instead of back in [country]’ (pupil aged 9).

When ‘being yourself’ and ‘having your life’ proves problematic, the Meeting not only makes laws but is there to advise and adjudicate. Disputes or complaints may be dealt with informally, or by Ombudsmen, who are older students of either gender appointed to be a first point of assistance. Unresolved or serious complaints may lead an individual to ‘bring up’ whoever has offended them at the Meeting. Any child or adult, in any combination, may do so. An 11 year-old girl explains:  ‘The point about the meeting is to make … me feel [our stress] that it was totally wrong, this is a strong warning. But if you do it again, we will fine you. If you make contact [violence] you won’t get a strong warning, they will probably fine you some odd random things like “Bully’s List”
, no television, no screens, no social games’. 

But the real force of the sanctions is social rather than financial. The Meeting teaches the anti-social that they: ‘can’t get away with this stuff because everyone thinks I’m a right twit now and I [our stresses] have to calm down and build relationships … the more they go to the Meeting [and are ‘brought up’] the more fed up and vocal the Meeting gets … so it [the problem] does turn itself around’ (pupil). There is a clear element of persuasion, and also of public shaming in these arrangements, but no signs of scapegoating. It is held, even, that those ‘brought up’ seldom resent their accusers, although we did come across a pupil who felt that was not the case for her. Basically, the Meeting disciplines by instilling a sense of right and wrong in pupils by a practical, case-based approach. Through repetition, the more general, moral development of a sense of fairness and responsibility is developed. The internalisation can be vivid: ‘you really have to use your head and think “oh, can I do this?” like if you were about to carve your name in a wall, you’d think, “oh, do I think that I can do this, no, I probably can’t”’(our stresses). It seems to us significant that Summerhillians shift between ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘we’ and ‘them’ in the way that they do. The speaker above hypothetically incriminates herself as an ‘I’, envisaging herself considering an infringement. Summerhillians sometimes also referred to the ‘I’ as a first name, ‘Katie’, ‘Vicki’:  ‘I wasn’t the real Vicki when I was in state school, you’re not yourself’. Transgressors were seldom discussed in terms as simple as an impersonal ‘he’, ‘she’ or ‘them’. Such thinking was deliberative, empathic and agentic, rather than recriminatory:  ‘unless one does it for one’s self, it isn’t thinking’ (Dewey 1966:  303). This kind of consideration was extended to their treatment of their interlocutors. It is not often that a schoolchild says to a researcher, ‘Have you had a good experience so far’?

Far from the ‘free’ image with which we started this account, Summerhill school has invisible boundaries, powerful inspections, binding agreements, and redemptive rituals, as well as a set of public punishments that prompt and enact acceptable ways to live together. These all act as an ‘outside-in’ pressure that frames and disciplines interactions while developing identities and relationships, yet always with the possibility of change or resistance. We have suggested something of the ‘total’ nature of pupils’ engagement with these structures. Summerhill is a powerful mechanism, generating discipline from within, and without the coercive relations of a ‘normal’ school. The school orchestrates a vortex of engagements, from which there is no ‘backing away’, as one pupil put it.

summerhill inside-out

At the same time, the ‘school’ has weak boundaries where conventional ‘schools’ have strong ones. There are weak boundaries between different pupil age groups: ‘In Summerhill a five year-old could be best friends with a 16 year-old and that would not be a problem’ (pupil), and ‘every time a new kid comes you help them more and more and more and feel better about yourself’ (older pupil). Similarly, boundaries between staff and pupils are minimal in comparison with a conventional school. Pupils visit staff in their caravans, ‘it’s just like visiting a friend in their room’. They do so informally and indeed can be shoo-ed away in like manner. The first thing the principal looks for in recruiting new staff is ‘nice people’; a central focus is on relationships. Within the school, there are also many weak distinctions between public and private spaces: ‘[sometimes] I tell them I need time on my own and they’re quite good about that because in a similar way they wouldn’t want me to hang about their rooms all the time’ (teacher).
Another weak boundary is spatial. The classrooms are inside but the outside woodland is accepted as an equally important learning area – how to play, to make things.  Pupils come and go as they will, unlike movements ‘downtown’. Inside or outside, whatever the season, male and female pupils often dress in similar clothes, big jumpers and loose trousers (a phenomenon noted by other observers more than 40 years ago). The strong boundaries are for outsiders like us, who can’t climb the trees, can’t go to the bedrooms, or upstairs in the House.  We need a vote of the Meeting even to attend. There is also a reciprocity theme here. Weak boundaries are places of negotiation rather than prohibition or permission and so Summerhillians are good at reading each other, as well as being experts on ‘themselves’. This, as we will see, is integral to the practices and interpretations of ‘touch’ at the school: ‘Each teacher is different. A different person takes a different amount of time to settle in, the same as students’ (pupil) and ‘for everyone it’s different, and as long as everyone is respectful and isn’t interfering with someone else’s space and how they feel about that, there’s no problem’ (pupil). 

How do the participants make overall sense of this interlaced world of weak and strong boundaries? The pupils’ metaphors of association centre on notions of ‘home’, ‘family’, ‘brother’ and ‘sister’, with the teachers most often portrayed as ‘friends really’, ‘like visiting a friend’.  Asked what the weirdest thing about Summerhill was, one of the oldest pupils replied: ‘I think it’s that we all get on’. The adults noted the ‘enormous attachment’ pupils had to the place; ‘it’s astonishing really’, but were more likely to refer to the ‘tribe’ or ‘community’ of Summerhill, a ‘community based on the rights of the child with some constraints about ownership and about property and things like that … a community based on friendship rather than a family based on friendship’ (teacher). Both staff and pupils pointed to a central value of ‘trusting people’, with pupils more often claiming that the relation is an equal one – ‘we’re all like equal’ (pupil) while some of the adults shied away from the ‘family’ images, and noted that the relation was pretty equal, but not entirely: ‘I’m not sure it would be such a good thing if they knew as much about me as I know about them’ (teacher), and ‘so in spite of anything that leads towards equality there is definitely a distinction between an adult and a child and I think any of the adults here would have to acknowledge that’ (teacher).

Those qualities of trust, equal rights, responsibilities, commitment, honesty and confidence in pro-Summerhill accounts can take on a ‘Swallows and Amazons’ romantic flavour, and we would prefer to stress that these are not so much the qualities of the inmates or the community as the work of the school in the construction, and reconstruction, of selves. For example, a teacher stressed that: ‘the kids are confident with adults, they’re not coy. It’s [teaching at Summerhill] not for someone who’s a prima donna. I don’t care if a kid says “fuck off”; I don’t care what the kids say to me actually, I think the honesty of it all is very good’. There is a dispassion within Summerhill, as well as a passion for it. As a teacher put it (which at the time of the interview, puzzled us) ‘the kids are completely neutral about what they are doing’ (our stress). We now interpret this in terms of that ‘dispassion’ we noted above. That is, it isn’t personal; there is a system that delivers consequences for actions. Your friend may ‘bring you up’ but it is the Meeting that delivers judgement. The Meeting is not them, it is us. It’s connected to the phenomenon of the ‘floating pronouns’ that we noted earlier – the grammar of empathy, as it were. We began to see that theme as a thread through the numerous conversations we had had with pupils and teachers. The Meeting was clearly central to the ‘neutral’ functioning of the school as a learning experience for the pupils, as well as a demonstration of ‘equality’ in relation to adult as opposed to child power. As one teacher commented:  ‘it’s good for the kids to see you can “bring up” adults’, while another commented on the confidence that even little kids showed in the Meeting:
Everybody is really quiet to be able to understand them so they really get heard and I think for the little kids that must be amazing to see these much bigger people all listening to what I’m  [our stress] saying, it must be an amazing confident feeling.

One of the oldest girls commented that Summerhill was ‘a different way of life and a different way of education’. We were struck by that coincidence of ‘way of life’ and ‘education’ in the social mechanisms of the school. The notion of ‘living your own life’ was a dominant aspect of the culture. There is a pattern of social learning within little groups, often of different ages, which was very apparent in the data: ‘I always tend to have friends who are older than me because when I mix with kids my own age I don’t learn anything, whereas if I mix with kids younger, I teach, er, give skills to the younger kids and the older kids give skills to me. So it’s a win-win situation’ (female pupil). The avoidance of the word ‘teach’ may be significant. It’s a little too directive for the culture. In fact, to understand ‘education’ at Summerhill you have to be ungrammatical:  the pupils learn each other, in more than one sense. And the teachers are part of that.

Summerhill also appeared to staff and pupils as a place of necessary risk. The grounds were open to the pupils, tree-climbing was permitted, and – to pick out the feature that would probably most alarm the ‘risk culturalists’ - older children were allowed to carry ‘machetes’, defined by Summerhill Law as blades over six inches (Law 94), but ‘Law 80: No sheath knives downtown (UK law)’. Note the strength of the boundary implicit in Law 80. The ‘outside’ is the UK, and by implication Summerhill is somewhere else - another country seemingly. Most concerns about safety were not about sexual threats of any kind; they concerned injuries caused by play, mainly skateboarding. Pupils were adamant about the value of ‘risks’ such as swinging from the Big Beech tree: ‘if you didn’t do that sort of thing you’d never have the chance to grow up’, and ‘whatever you do there’s a chance you’ll hurt yourself and if you can’t have chances like that, you can’t live’. 
Finally, it is important to link these experiences to perceptions of the ‘outside’. Many Summerhillians are familiar with conventional schools. Indeed, for quite a few, it is their ‘failure’ at these schools that has taken them there. A dominant theme is that adults in such institutions ‘distance’ themselves from the children: ‘I find it very strange when I see people distancing themselves away from other people’; ‘all the teachers there [state school] stayed very distant … and didn’t give hugs’ (Kent, SE England), ‘the teachers used to stay in staffrooms and kids stayed out of staffrooms in my school’ (NE England), and ‘when I came here it was such a relief. I felt like there was this weight off my back. I didn’t have to go to the state school any more. I didn’t have to be bullied for the rest of my life and I didn’t have to pretend to be something I’m not’ (pupils)
A further dominant theme concerned their sense of themselves referred to previously, and the emotional ethos of the school they had attended, including issues of bullying and harassment. Summerhill, perhaps above all else, was somewhere where you did not have to pretend: ‘you can just totally be yourself and don’t have to act or try to get people to like you because if you’re yourself and they harass you or make fun of you, you can bring them up in the Meeting’ (pupil). They noted the absence of sexual harassment and name-calling at Summerhill, contrasting that with their earlier experiences:  ‘If someone of the same sex gives each other a hug there, they’d get harassed loads and thought to be gay or lesbian’, and ‘if you’re a little bit different then you’ll be classed as a freak and they won’t go near you. But here, it’s OK, they don’t care’ (pupil). Again, that same, neutral ‘don’t care’. 

summerhill: touching on inside-out and outside-in 

We soon discovered ‘touch’ to be the wrong focus; it became apparent that ‘touch’ made no sense without locating it within the culture of relationships that constitutes Summerhill’s production of selves. Recall the Inspector’s injunction: ‘no touching!’ In terms of our research focus, we had to retreat from ‘touch’ in order to locate it in a more contextual way. Relational touch contained physical touch, in ways foreign to ‘outside’ institutions where an accountability and risk culture determines touching practices in more rigid ways. In Summerhill, relationships were constituted by both the ‘outside-in’ and the ‘inside-out’ features of the culture. It was a question of the nature of the flows between these two surfaces. We prefer to call Summerhill a ‘culture’ rather than an ‘organisation’ because it effected itself in more tribe-like ways. It governed itself, and in doing so produced a distinctive citizenship, one that we find difficult to name happily as ‘pupils’ or ‘students’ or ‘kids’, given the range in ages (4-16), and stages of development. That active citizenship in turn was the generator of identity. It was active and self-formative, in that participants chose what to take an interest in, and in choosing learned something of their own desires, responsibilities and identity. As a Summerhill teacher from North America explained it to us:  ‘if you’re a child you expect some guidance, but the basic raw thing is: do you or do you not have the right to choose what you do from morning to evening, to stand or fall on the choices. And here you do’.

The outside-in boundaries of Summerhill constructed the features that we earlier noted as apparently and deceptively ‘dark’ – panopticon, total institution, self-regulation, and surveillance, all of which made Summerhill a strong as well as a benign society. It is also a highly intuitive and tacit one. The principal spoke of Summerhill’s community as a: ‘family or a tribe, I think it’s like a tribe, but it’s more than that, it’s just a life area; it’s an area where everything happens and it’s definitely not a school’ (principal). But at the same time, these strong and bounded relations were interlinked with, and helped generate, weak boundaries between age cohorts, learning spaces, and across teacher-child relationships. The strong boundaries ensured things like social and personal identity, safe spaces, effective government, and social redress. At the same time they enabled weak boundaries that provoked relationships based on self-knowledge and negotiated spaces that were potentially learning-rich in all sorts of social ways. People learned to read each other, and hence themselves in a kind of social dialectic:  in such interaction varying degrees of ‘relational touch’ were negotiated. And the panopticon features were available, more or less, to all
. Of course, the opposition of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ is inadequate in itself, because the ‘freedoms’ of Summerhill could also be breached in the strong sense – that’s what all the laws and Meetings were for. Such breaches, however, were part of how the school worked as an organism; they were how people learned, in important ways. The Meeting was a place of conflict just as much as it was of consensus. The Meeting has been portrayed in utopian terms, but it would be more useful perhaps to see it as a ‘working dystopia’, as part of the ‘organic moving space’ (principal) of the community. It is maybe not too much of a paradox to say that one way the school worked was by breaking down and mending itself, rendering problematic social relations explicit as a moral, emotional and rational curriculum for communal and personal living as well as learning. Issues central to ‘relational touch’, then, were an inherent part of these disputes.

In addition, these processes were fed by a series of informal learning sets, based on a myriad of relationships – teacher-pupil, pupil-peers, mixed-age groupings, and so on. This was Summerhill as a learning-swarm
. In most organisations or institutions strong links mean constraint and coercion, but in Summerhill the strongly bounded features – like the Meeting, or the social circumferences of the school, the school as community – seemed to create spaces for people to feel that they could ‘be themselves’, ‘live their own lives’, ‘recover’ themselves from damaging earlier experiences, live without ‘harassment’, successfully seek redress for whatever injuries befell them in the school itself. In that latter sense, the ‘outside’ was also at the core of Summerhill, as a set of learning and living experiences that pupils had to work on – hence the many comparisons by pupils of various ‘state school’ pathologies with conditions in Summerhill.  Hence too, in a weaker sense, the same core/periphery relation existed for the teachers at the school. Summerhill dealt with the real world outside as well as inside, constantly turning the inside out and the outside in. 
Our conclusion was that the School enabled its pupils to be Summerhillians, and to call that ‘themselves’. Each sought, in an oft-recurring sentiment, to ‘get on with their lives’. An experienced teacher at the school, familiar with free schools internationally, commented that there is ‘an accepted individuality and agency that I have not experienced happening anywhere else; a very, very definite personal narrative’. We see this vividly in the data: ‘if you don’t act like yourself, you can’t get true friends’ so ‘you’re just yourself’ (pupil). That was both the autonomy and conformity of the school. In such a relational circulation, policed in such a ‘neutral’ way, physical ‘touch’ was neither here nor there. You do it if you feel like it, and if not, you don’t. Another stereotype bites the dust – Summerhill was some way from being the ‘touchy-feely’ school it is sometimes portrayed to be.

Lessons for Educators
Although we started with the notion of Summerhill as a free school, locally known as the ‘do-as-you-please’ school
, we found Summerhill to be structured in ways that were almost always neglected by Inspectors, media accounts, and academic comment (Chamberlin 1989)
. It will be recalled that there were 174 laws extant at the time of our fieldwork. But the structures enable rather than disable in the ways that might be anticipated by Foucault. This is a benign panopticon, within which various forms of learning are promoted as a result of the weak boundaries between staff/students, and also age cohorts in the community. We could consider social learning here (Lave and Wenger 1990), or scaffolding (Vygotsky 1978), connecting these to the informal learning sets that we found in the community. But these narrower theories of learning seem to be of less interest than theories of becoming in the Summerhill context. We need to understand how the plural and paradoxical panopticon works for the good, or at least for certain kinds of good, and how that connects with the notion of ‘relational touch’. Our feeling is that the efficacy is not psychological so much as it is anthropological, much as Neill later argued (1971). Our theories of social organisations are helpful only if we invert them in this case, and see how ‘becoming’ develops in the ‘being’ of the Summerhill machine. 
1. As we saw earlier, the notion of ‘touch’ as an issue of ‘safety’ or ‘protection’ was widely regarded as absurd at Summerhill. Instead we developed the concept of ‘relational touch’, wherein Summerhillians learned to relate to themselves, to others, and to intuit boundaries. The invocation of this kind of citizenship is precisely what A.S. Neill had in mind.  As we saw from the ‘floating pronouns’ in their talk about the rights and wrongs of ‘cases’, Summerhillians were culturally adept both at putting themselves in other minds and, more importantly, putting other minds in themselves. This is closer to the between a liberal expression of difference (‘they are just like us’) with a more radical insight (‘we are just like them’). The same distinction turns up in contemporary theorizing about the ‘projective imagination’ (Tanesini 2001: 18), and the possibilities of a notion of ‘we’ that does not depend so remorselessly on an exclusive notion of ‘them’. Much of the current debate on ‘voice’ and ‘empowerment’ in schools might do well to re-examine its insubstantial nature in contrast with the practices of Summerhill (Osler and Starkey 2005). 

2.  We also noted how democratic mechanisms within the school offered a visibility of practices that was far more ‘effective’ than any conceivable transparency of procedures. The Meeting filled the gap between what Law and Mol call ‘managerialist’ control (as it were, the very limits of audit) and the still excessive flow of complex, embodied interactions that characterise any organisation. The prospective or retrospective rhetorics of audit were merely ‘staging accountability’ (ibid: 101, 100)  - as prevention or blame - while the agonistic realities of resolving real conflicts and injustices enacted responsibility in the moment and for the moment. Of course, this practical/procedural dichotomy was breached continuously in Summerhill by the creation of new laws and adjudications in respect to members. But these latter regulations were part of the practical flux, open to adaptation, extension or repeal. They were not a fixed, abstract and universal template for measuring compliance so much as a situated and shifting search for resolution that regarded its short-term failures as ultimately productive: they approximated self-government, not governmentality. In relation to Law and Mol’s argument, the audit solution, advocated by the Inspectors, amounts to a form of ‘utopian absolutism’ (regulations will prescribe and proscribe actions in order to achieve Best Practice), while Summerhill took a more pragmatic and ad hoc approach. In this way, conventional attributions of the utopian and the pragmatic change place. 

More generally, such an approach offers a corrective to the ‘Risk Society’ which many claim is responsible for polluting touching and other behaviours (Beck 1987; 1992). Elsewhere, the ‘risks’ are managed not by managing and distributing the ‘goods’, but by managing and distributing the ‘bads’; performance is very much focused on danger. No-one gets to climb the Big Tree. To invert Law and Mol’s taxonomy of utopianism (2002), this is ‘dystopian absolutism’. However, such accounts offer only a partial reading of ‘expert-lay’ relations and ‘fail to recognise that the “done to” lay public are at one and the same time “doers” working within the relations of definition’ (Mythen, 2004). In other words, both professionals and lay public share an experience of helping to create particular labels and definitions which in turn provide sets of relationships that derive from them. In a situation where the ‘non-risky’ population now view themselves (and are viewed by others) as at equal risk with the ‘risky’ population, an element of self-fulfilling prophesy begins to circulate. 
3. In addition, Summerhill embodies democratic practices that work in relation to the development of pupil identity and democratic, friendly relations between pupils of different age, gender, ethnic group and nationality. That is hugely important in that, elsewhere, these things don’t happen. Bullying, harassment, racism and alienation are rife in schools. Summerhill outcomes are in accord with the rhetorics of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Article 22 promotes practices ‘indispensable for their dignity and the free development of their personality’ (cited in Dews 2002: 36). Such concerns are peripheral to the dominant audit regime, with its insistence on standards, effectiveness, and improvement. But they have something important to say to the policy-maker stuck in the narrow instrumentalism and authoritarianism that characterizes contemporary schooling. There is nothing perfect about examples such as Summerhill, nor can we imagine that they transfer unproblematically to other educational contexts. But they ought still to be part of a ‘multilingual’ discussion of ‘educational potential’ between politicians, policy-makers, and professionals (Scheffler 1984: 154). We would want to add ‘students’. The current accountability monologues are damagingly anti-educational in this respect, and it is interesting how progressive notions have completely disappeared from public discourse. It was once suggested by Inspectors that Summerhill constituted a ‘piece of fascinating educational research’ (HMI Report 1949, cited by Goodman in Lawson [ed] 1973). Michael Young even ‘suggested that the progressive schools might become laboratories for educational research and experiment, attached to university departments of education’ (Skidelsky 1969: 256). That research future was never realized. It may seem a strange historical anomaly that we need to turn once more to the legacy of ‘free’ schooling, but the recurrence is even greater. There is much in Dewey’s writing on the school as a ‘miniature community, an embryonic society’ (Dewey 1962:18), as a place for the development of active beings whose ‘interest’ is in education (1966:125). Indeed his definition of the notion of democracy itself is a good description of Summerhill in educative practice: ‘A democracy is more than a form of government, it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience’ (ibid: 87).
4. There is a corollary to those damaging circumstances. The radical separation of educational research from educational experiment left ‘change’ in the hands of the politicians and the media as the most potent evaluative voice. It left progressive schooling as a backwater, in policy terms. It left educational research bereft of experiments, and so increasingly tied to evaluating the ‘innovations’ dreamed up by politicians or ‘outlier’ researchers willing to advance government causes in education. In that sort of way, Summerhill simply ‘disappeared’ from the mid-1970s until 1999, when OfSTED decided to deliver the coup de grace and try to close down the school. The consequences are too numerous to go into in this chapter, but two of them should perhaps be noted. First, we found it difficult to interpret Summerhill as an educational entity – it did not fit into the improvement and effectiveness discourses of educational research and evaluation. It did not fit the audit templates of OfSTED. We did not find sociology of education theories that seemed to address its unusual nature. We therefore adopted a ‘grounded’ approach to understanding the nature of the case, and turned Theory upside down in order to better match the distributions of power in the case. There is a second possibility. It may be that we do not have good theories of schools because we do not have good schools to theorise about
.

5. Finally, can we disentangle some of the political context? It is salutary to return to the literature of the 60s. Was there ever really a time when a sceptic of progressivism, not an advocate, would write of education in the UK: ‘No one would dispute the claim that the progressive ideal has triumphed, or is triumphing, at the primary and junior level’ (Skidelsky 1969: 14)? Or was there ever a time when a major educational figure in the US
 would find in the self-government of Summerhill: ‘the breakdown of our Western code of morality implicit in the spread of Neill’s hedonism to the majority of the next generation’ (Rafferty, in Lawson [ed] 1973: 20). The same critic ranted his way through images of ‘sex perverts’ (p15), ‘frolic in the park, a daisy-picking foray, or an experiment in free love’ (p17), concluding: ‘What the unkempt and sometimes terrifying generation of tomorrow quite obviously needs are more inhibitions, not fewer’ (p18). These were the surfaces of some of the moral panics which Summerhill engendered. But there were opposing verdicts from the other side, black radicals in the US who saw in Summerhill an end to oppressive, state-administered schooling. Michael Rossman saw Neill as a Spock for ‘the “post-modern” young just now maturing into parenthood’ (in Lawson, 1973: 141). Nathan Ackerman exclaimed: ‘Shall a child be governed from the head down or from the heart up?’ (p242), while Erich Fromm saw in Summerhill a stark dichotomy between, ‘love of life’ or ‘biophilia’ and the current ‘necrophilia’ (p253). Little wonder, on any side, that Summerhill became a shifting signifier, demonised on the Right and endowed with magical properties for social revolution on the Left. 

Certainly, the sorts of progressivism and critical education that Summerhill and its offshoots and developments stood for – or were taken to stand for – were buried by the Thatcherite and Reaganite re-settlements of the 1980s and 1990s. In the US, Giroux claimed that ‘ [a]t all levels of national and daily life, the breadth and depth of democratic relations are being rolled back’ (Giroux 1992: 12). In the UK these trends have culminated in the sorts of authoritarian micro-management of educational acts that ‘touch’ regulations exemplify, as also in the precise specification of teaching performances within a more general regime of National Instruction. Such logics have reached a kind of absurd intensity that in itself must engender a counter-movement. We end by returning to Paul Goodman, who commented on Summerhill and progressive contexts in the early 1970s. He argued that just as Rousseau opposed the artificiality of monarchy, and Dewey the genteel residues that were irrelevant to industry, so too had Neill reacted against 20th century authoritarianism. Neill had in mind, of course, not ‘60s permissiveness’ (where he is usually and deliberately mislocated), but the European moral abyss that was exemplified by the Great War. He then had in mind the authoritarianism of Fascism, and had the privilege of being refused a visa first by the Soviet Union and then by the USA in its McCarthyite phase. Goodman concluded with a generalisation which we offer as an optimistic prompt to further thinking on progressive and critical educational reform: 
‘The form that progressive education takes in each era is prophetic of the next social revolution.’ (Goodman, in Lawson 1973: 213)
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� Economic and Social Research Council (UK) grant number RES000220815. ‘Touchlines: the problematics of “touching” between children and professionals’.


� We are very grateful to all the participants in the Summerhill community. This account has been negotiated with the Principal of the school. 





� This rule of course implies that current law dictates that it is usual to have a stick up to one’s own height. 


� This is the term used to describe people in the local village. 


� The school intake is international - the staff is mainly but not exclusively British.


� The principal had no concrete limit, but visits were usually ‘about twice a term’ on agreed days. Otherwise, ‘it disrupts the whole life of the community to have people coming and going’.


� An adult explained elsewhere: ‘the Bully’s List … doesn’t mean that you are a bully, it’s just the harsh fine. You can’t watch screens; you can’t go downtown, [you have to go to the] back of all the queues’. There were no pupils on Bully’s List at the time of the fieldwork - nb a harsh fine is not necessarily a monetary penalty.


� The classic panopticon disciplines by making the mass visible to the master (Foucault 1977). But in Summerhill, the term can be radically distributed, in that each member has a perspective on the others which they hold to be complete, or almost so. Hence the repetition of the ‘no secrets here’ theme. It is clear that perspectives on the other are unusually mutual, unmediated, and visible in the Summerhill community. 


� It was this aspect of the school that the Government Inspectors most consistently neglected. In the last full inspection of the school (1999) by HMI/Ofsted only one data-recording sheet (out of 54 lodged by the Inspectors) addressed learning outside the classroom. Inspectors regarded what happened outside the classroom basically as a kind of truancy, hence their obsession with the question ‘how often do you attend lessons’?


�  The ‘do-as-you-please’ tag is current. It is long-standing (Skidelsky 1969: 33). In its inaccuracy, it was useful for justifying the criticism of Summerhill as ‘narcissistic’ and inevitably ‘individualist’ (Tam 1998: 57). 


� Chamberlin’s philosophical account of education and freedom takes individual autonomy at Summerhill to be just that: she neglects its social construction and the prevalence of ‘adult suggestion’ (p108), at least as we found it in our data. Accordingly she takes Neill to be an ‘extreme’ libertarian, and offers the usual disclaimer: ‘The freedom to choose what line of study to pursue and how best to pursue it is inappropriate for children whose intellectual skills are relatively underdeveloped’ (1989: 110).


� The discourses of accountability and audit would certainly deny this. In relation to schools ‘excellence’, ‘quality’ and ‘effectiveness’ verdicts are abundant, world-wide. But they rest on narrow performances of ‘schooling’ and often fail even to address questions of value. 


� Rafferty was in charge of the Californian school education system. He makes OfSTED’s HMCI at the time of the attempted closure of Summerhill seem measured in his views.
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