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ABSTRACT
Post-panopticism is aligned with the Foucauldian conception of power 
and illustrates its apparatuses and mechanisms, for instance the visibility 
of bodies under the gaze, the facility to mobilise power relations for 
political purposes, and the capacity to engage self -technologies where 
there is self-surveillance and surveillance of others. As a concept, it is a 
confluence of the disciplinary power of panoptic control and the ubiq-
uitous security mechanism of biopower in action. Post-panopticism in 
the discipline provides a means to identify areas of lack in teacher and 
student populations. Post-panoptic surveillance in Australian schools 
is illustrated in this article around the use of data wall displays. Data 
walls are a collective mechanism that produces biopower through its 
alignment with panoptic disciplinary power in schools. These data 
assemblages are an example of a suite of technologies that profile stu-
dent performance, mould teaching practices, and shape subjectivities 
of leaders, teachers, and students.

Introduction

With the rise of the evidence based practice movement that has its origins in the medical 
model (McKnight and Morgan 2020) and the associated ‘visible learning’ behemoth 
(McKnight and Whitburn 2020), the trend of making data visible in order to improve 
practice has grown in reach (Lewis and Holloway 2019). This accountability shift and 
datafication has been clearly signalled in the policy literature (Neumann 2021; Takayama 
and Lingard 2019). Since the 1990, there has been increased interest in the development of 
practices which involve ongoing interrogations of visible data. Data walls are common 
across Anglophone countries which include New Zealand, Canada, the United States, and 
Australia (Harris, Wyatt-Smith, and Adie 2020).

Designed to increase accountability, transparency, and facilitate motivation and goalset-
ting, the physical presence of student data on office, staff room, and classroom walls signals 
student achievement patterns and growth in relation to a specific cohort of students at a 
particular moment in time (Adie, Harris, and Wyatt-Smith 2020). Data walls have been 
defined as:
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as physical artefacts displayed in schools that visually represent student achievement data (e.g. 
student grades, standardised test scores, reading levels, school-based assessment results) in 
varying graphic and linguistic formats and which are exhibited publicly (e.g. in classrooms, 
school hallways) or semi-publicly (e.g. in staff rooms, school offices) (Harris, Wyatt-Smith, 
and Adie 2020, 51)

Data walls can be used by students, teachers, leaders and external stakeholders to compare 
student achievement against prescribed norms of performance levels and state’s performance 
levels. Data artefacts can include faces of children, lists of students’ names, information in 
grid format, or linear paths or trees (Singh, Allen, and Rowan 2019). Results are visually 
displayed and a marker is used to signal individual students’ levels of achievement, making 
data visible at specific points in time over a term or school year (Adie, Harris, and Wyatt-
Smith 2020). Teachers use data walls to collaboratively review achievement data to signal 
areas where they can improve their teaching and detect where students are under-perform-
ing on a particular skill so that it can be retaught (Jones, Stall, and Yarbrough 2013). They 
are used to track and monitor the progress of individual students and adapt programs to 
address their needs. In some instances they are used with students to compare their progress 
and level of achievement with others (Marsh, Farrell, and Bertrand 2016).

While data walls can be motivational in assisting teachers to maintain their focus on 
student progress and achievement, it has also been acknowledged that there are concerns 
around privacy and psychological safety for teachers and students (Harris, Wyatt-Smith, 
and Adie 2020). In this article Foucault’s (1977) model of panoptic discipline, evolving 
literature on post-panopticism (Courtney 2016; Page 2017a, 2017b) and data walls (Adie, 
Harris, and Wyatt-Smith 2020; Sharratt and Fullan 2012) are used to consider how this 
approach to student and teacher surveillance is immersed in post-panoptic schooling 
relations.

In Australia data walls serve as a means to build data literacy and support moderation 
practices (Renshaw et al. 2013). Wyatt (2017, 81) claims that regular data collection and 
the use of data walls makes it ‘much more difficult for children to ‘slip through the cracks’ 
and teaching becomes more relevant, engaging and purposeful. Using a concept that has 
its roots in the work of Michel Foucault (1977), I address the question: How is post-pan-
opticism evident in data wall use and what are the implications? I commence with an 
overview of literature on Foucauldian panopticism and the discourse of datafication that 
has become so ubiquitous in Anglophone education systems (Lewis and Holloway 2019). 
Assessment data are used as a means to hold teachers to account for their teaching practices 
and as a means to profile and ensure the implementation of specific evidence-based forms 
of pedagogy. I adumbrate how data intensification characterises the features of post-pan-
opticism and how data walls are a post-panoptic logic. I present an argument that while 
data walls can be potentially useful to practitioners, they also produce concerning forms 
of surveillance oriented activities and subjectivities.

The panopticon and biopower

The Foucauldian metaphor of the panopticon has been used to illustrate how surveillance 
operates in society and in particular how power can be operationalised to enhance social 
and economic productivity through ‘instruments that render visible, record, differentiate 
and compare’ (Foucault 1977, 208). Originally it was conceived as a means of gaining power 



British Journal of Sociology of Education 335

over the mind through architectural prison design, where cells were located around a central 
inspection point or watch tower and surveillers could see without being seen (Bentham 
1791). Panoptical technologies of reform are deployed to both create systems of government 
in education and to produce teacher and student subjects who can surveil themselves.

According to Foucault (1977, 201), the panopticon induced ‘in the inmate a state of 
conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.’ This 
is ‘the gaze’ in action as one never knows if someone is watching from the watchtower but 
the sense of being watched is internalised. Wilkins and Wood (2009) elaborate how the 
data‐driven auditing present in schools has become mainstream in initial teacher education, 
with professionals self-policing their own performance. It has been applied to schooling 
inspections, with Courtney (2016) arguing that educators have become disciplined through 
its processes and awareness of it can reveal the state’s overt exercise of power. In a similar 
vein, Page (2018) draws on it to highlight how teachers have become increasingly surveilled 
with visibility normalised in contemporary schools and colleges. In these examples, prac-
titioners are visibilised and measured against pre-determined social and/or profes-
sional norms.

The panoptic (all seeing) design was premised on the notion that, although ongoing 
surveillance was an impossibility, prisoners (leaders, teachers and students) would not know 
if they were watched or not and regulate their behaviour accordingly to conform with 
prescribed rules. Through recognising one’s own visibility and vulnerability in the face of 
others’ judgements, an individual ‘assumes responsibility for the constraints of power’, inter-
nalising the power relation and by doing so becoming ‘the principle of [their] own subjec-
tion’ (Foucault 1977, 202–203).

In his 1975–1976 lectures, Foucault (2003) elaborates on his conception of the panopticon 
to illustrate how ‘mechanisms of security’ juxtapose disciplinary mechanisms (like panoptic 
power) implying a shift in his conception of discipline and regulation. The initial panoptical 
concept can be seen as ‘anatomo-political’, in that it regulates and controls individual human 
bodies. However, the rise of the massification of control has enabled large populations to 
be influenced and manipulated. This ‘biopower’ dovetails into disciplinary technologies 
and circulates in the post-panoptic milieu, so that all subjects exercise technologies of the 
self (Foucault 1988) and are at the same time are regulated through new technologies that 
address collective phenomena and have both economic and political effects (Foucault 2003). 
As Foucault (2003, 245) writes, ‘biopolitics deals with the population, with the population 
as a political problem, as a problem that is at once scientific and political, as a biological 
problem and as power’s problem.’ Furthermore, in addressing this ‘problem’, Foucault (2007) 
describes specific techniques that are used in relation to each other that enable populations 
to be the surveilled and controlled. There is ‘the diagnosis of what they are, the classification 
of their mental structure, of their specific pathology, and so on; in short one has to appeal 
to a whole disciplinary series that proliferates under mechanisms of security and is necessary 
to make them work’ (Foucault 2007, 8).

As I have written elsewhere (Charteris 2019, para 7), ‘students, teachers, leaders, and 
teacher educators are worked on through both governmental technologies of the self, where 
subjects discipline themselves, and pastoral forms of control where reforms happen in 
communities who exert a collective pressure’. When we combine technologies of the self 
with the mechanisms of security that regulate populations (e.g statistics, medical and edu-
cational classifications), we can see how this entanglement of biopower is strengthened 
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through operations at micro and macro levels. Nowhere is the combination of ‘collective 
pressure’ and ‘mechanisms of security’ more apparent than in processes of datafication that 
have become so prominent in schools and are a key aspect of post-panoptic activity. In 
schooling settings for instance, as Niesche (2015, 138) points out, the principal is no longer 
‘an expert teacher turned leader but is the target of all school related aspirations and com-
plaints, is rendered visible to all and is responsible for making the school calculable.’

Datafication-making data public within schools

Over the last couple of decades in education there has been emphasis on calculability that 
manifests as ‘governing by numbers’ (Ozga, Segerholm, and Simola 2011; Rose 1991). Data 
are gathered across all tiers of education systems and correspondingly there is an intensifi-
cation of teaching as a result of this datafication. Calculability involves turning student out-
puts in to quantifiable scores to be compared with expected curriculum achievement levels. 
To be calculable, teachers make links between teaching approaches and practices and the 
particular student achievement outcomes they are said to produce. There has been the nar-
rowing of condoned pedagogy, as it becomes increasingly prescribed through the requirement 
that it conforms to sanctioned evidence based literature. Furthermore, teaching practices 
are increasingly quantified through mechanisms of professional development and quality 
assurance to ensure they conform to sanctioned approaches (Lewis and Holloway 2019).

Datafication has been an area of concern for educators (Ozga 2009; Takayama and 
Lingard 2019) with data influencing all aspects of teaching learning and schooling admin-
istration. Data are curated to profile individual children; classroom results, schoolwide 
data, trends across regions or clusters of schools, statewide data, and even data from 
international comparisons. Data hold a highly influential position, informing the decisions 
of a wide range of stakeholders (e.g. education policy makers, state departments, school 
governance authorities, school leaders, teachers, students and parents (Jarke and Breiter 
2019). Teachers are governed and regulated though the use of student achievement data 
which serve as an ‘invisible means of social control through data generating monitoring 
systems’ (Singh 2018, 49).

The trend of datafication reflects a shift in mode to a new logic in education adminis-
tration and governance which involves a shift ‘from centralised and vertical hierarchical 
forms of regulation to decentralised, horizontal, networked forms’ (Ozga 2009, 157). As a 
‘mechanism of security’ par excellence it regulates and controls populations. Data regulate 
the social and cultural dimensions of schools (Takayama and Lingard 2019) and serve to 
constitute subjects (e.g. students, teachers, school leaders) and the environment they work 
and learn in. Quantitative benchmarks and indicators provide a means to gauge student, 
teacher and school system performance which can be used by commissioners and designers 
of assessment and statistical instruments to gain increased ‘control over the field of judge-
ment in education’ (Takayama and Lingard 2019, 2). Moreover, teacher subjects are actively 
constituted through ‘processes of “tracking data” and “keeping data on-track”,’ and through 
these mechanisms teachers can be simultaneously ‘disciplined, or “tracked”, by these very 
same data’ (Lewis and Hardy 2017, 219).

In Foucauldian terms, educators are subtly conditioned to accept particular regimes 
through ‘hierarchical supervision, normalising sanctions and examination’ (Perryman et al. 
2018, 147). This monitoring and supervision promotes a culture of performativity where 
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surveillance impacts on the authenticity of teachers’ actions with the ‘teaching and subjec-
tivity of the teacher … both profoundly changed within the new management panopticism’ 
(Ball 2003, 219). Ball argues (in the context of school inspections) that teachers present 
fabrications, accounts of themselves, spectacles or enacted fantasies which do not strictly 
exist. Although these subjectivities are not ‘outside the truth…neither do they render simply 
true or direct accounts [as] they are produced purposefully in order “to be accountable”’ 
(Ball 2003, 224). As a primary means for ensuring teachers and leaders are accountable for 
schooling practices, the requirement to give an account of oneself through the use of data 
provides an impetus for fabrication.

Datafication performs a range of functions. As panoptic technology, data are deployed 
to map and track the progress and outcomes of both student and teacher subjects. They 
promote the visibility of student and teacher subjects and identify effective and less effective 
teacher practices. They reduce the complexity of human experience to numerical form, 
making it versatile and mobile for translation into different settings (classroom to staffroom) 
(school to State Department). They produce subjectivities (high/low achievers – students 
and teachers). They are said to have accuracy (curated in particular ways to describe pop-
ulations and mobilise arguments for particular strategies for teaching e.g. Visible Learning 
(Hattie 2009). However, to evoke a metaphor of stage lighting (Wiliam 2001, 21), this 
accuracy only pertains to what is under the spotlight and there may be other foci illuminated 
if a floodlight were used. It is important to consider that an intensified focus on particular 
forms of data can only tell part of the story. The ensuing consequence of a spotlight can be 
a narrowed curriculum and teachers feeling pressure to narrow their practice to teach to a 
set of tests (Wiliam 2001).

A collective focus on professional development that can accompany data wall use in 
schools is a form of soft visible pastoral control which offers a less alienating view of work 
and labour than top down accountability processes (Schutz 2004). While there are still 
hierarchical structures, the post-panoptic flows of power are non-authoritarian, with teach-
ers participating in distributed systems where control is disseminated throughout the system 
and ‘not in any centre that monopolises power, knowledge, or control’ (Schutz 2004, 16). 
There is a sense that teachers are agents through the datafication process as they demonstrate 
agency in professional learning identifying next steps for teaching practice. However, the 
norms established around the use of data in the school and the use of data walls can also 
be seen as a reifying technology that makes resistance to their logic difficult, if not impossible.

Post-panopticism and data walls

There is a strong impetus from policy makers to support data wall use in Australia. Examples 
of peak organisations that promote their use include the Australian Council for Educational 
Leaders (2019), The Grattan Institute (an Australian public policy think tank) (2015), and 
The Queensland Government (2017). With limited empirical data detailing robust evalu-
ation of data walls, there is little evidence that can confirm claims about the extent to which 
data walls actually impact on teaching and learning (Adie, Harris, and Wyatt-Smith 2020). 
While concerns have been raised that their use can cause stress and humiliation in teachers, 
and also jeopardise teacher and student privacy, there is little research on the affective 
impact on teachers (Harris, Wyatt-Smith, and Adie 2020). Moreover, little is known about 
teacher resistance to their use. Although there is some opposition in regard to the time it 
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takes to develop and maintain the walls and the issues around the unnecessary duplication 
of data (The Queensland Teachers’ Union 2019), there is little commentary on if and how 
teachers resist their use in the extant literature.

In the following, I give consideration to how the attributes and associated practices linked 
with data walls can be seen as post-panoptic. There has been a central shift in technologies 
in this post-panoptic neoliberal era with surveillance becoming increasingly decentralised 
(Page 2017a) as biopower circulates through policies, processes, procedures regulating the 
activities of individuals and communities. School leaders engage in performance reviews 
where they seek 360 feedback from a range of different sources (Australian Institute for 
Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) 2017). Teachers can watch each other in com-
munities of practice, where there are formal and/or informal peer observations and reflective 
practice processes where teachers provide an account of their practices and decision making 
processes (AITSL 2014). Student voice can be used as a quality assurance process by which 
students report on their teachers’ performances (Charteris 2019).

Post-panopticism retains panopticism’s apparatus, both privileging it and depending on 
its technologies (Courtney 2016) while it also incorporates the apparatuses and reach of 
biopower. Post-panopticism enables power to circulate in the interest of producing massi-
fication (influencing the actions of a population), and unlike Foucault’s conception of pan-
optic surveillance, it is marked by flexibility and has morphed in purpose. Rather than only 
disciplining a population into being governable subject who demonstrate sanctioned 
behaviours, post-panopticism can be deployed to ‘constructs and exposes the “incompe-
tence”’ of educators (Courtney 2016, 628).

Six key characteristics of post-panoptic regimes and data walls

Six key characteristics of post-panoptic regimes can be applied to the data wall movement 
and are identified below. I draw from Courtney’s six-part definition of post-panopticism 
to extend these characteristics to consider how the use of data walls in schools is a post-pan-
optic logic.

Total and conscious visibility

First, panopticism as a technology of power rests on the visibility of subjects. For instance, 
data can be displayed for the stakeholders (and possibly others) to see. The power of pan-
opticism lies in the conscious visibility of the subjects. By putting faces on the data (pho-
tographs of students) (Sharratt and Fullan 2012), we see the connection forced between the 
subject and object, embedding the data into the teacher and student identities. As a public 
demonstration of biopower, the data are displayed in public and/or in semi-public spaces. 
Concerns have been raised around visibility of the data and student privacy, with names 
and achievement potentially visible to non-school staff (The Queensland Teachers’ Union 
2015). This can happen when data walls in staffrooms and corridors are visible to all. 
Australian Departments of Education have indicated that student privacy is to be respected 
and information could be visible to the public should be deidentified (The Queensland 
Teachers’ Union 2019; New South Wales Government 2020). Nevertheless data wall use 
produces power relations, with practices around data potentially fostering both equity and 
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inequities, when particular programs are valued over others and students are profiled and 
labelled (Adie, Wyatt-Smith, and Harris 2018). For instance, including faces on the data 
(Sharratt and Fullan 2012), where images sit alongside numeric scores, could profile dis-
advantaged groups of students by race and class.

Normative stability and flux

Secondly, there is an appearance of normative stability where particular practices are 
expected and become established. The use of visible data plays a key role in this disciplinary 
process and it ‘sets the agenda by which successful practice is measured, which is a form 
of normalisation’ (Perryman et al. 2018, 147). There is a sense of permanence in its visibility 
with a positivist reality presented in the data. The use of numbers have a persuasive quality 
that support biopolitical control. The quantifications are standardised and reliably framed 
as representing students’ levels of achievement in discipline related progressions of learn-
ing. Yet these are snapshots of student performance captured through particular measures. 
Unless the walled data are triangulated with other sources of information, the assessments 
or tests represented only provide a glimpse of a particular student’s achievement on a 
particular day. Any individual sample of data does not reflect the whole picture of the 
student.

Data walls can be mandated by school leaders in ways that create normalising sanctions. 
This can diminish the focus on teaching practices that do not gain traction in the data 
mapping, and enable close scrutiny of both practice and measurement of student achieve-
ment (formal assessments, tests and examinations). Ironically, although the notion of being 
‘data-driven’ implies an erasure of teacher autonomy and agency, teacher judgement is 
extremely important as these data do not speak for themselves and do need to be contex-
tualised. General trends may be useful to determine, however context is important.

Furthermore, at a macro level, state or national standards for student achievement them-
selves are not solid and stable. They are set within particular social and historical contexts 
and reflect the politics and curricula of the time (Baird 2012). These standards that define 
curricula tend to change over time. So while the data walls appear to represent a stable 
conception of where students should/could be on a universally accepted normative continua, 
the progression levels themselves only mark an aspirational set of points that have been 
determined for those criteria at that period of time.

Emphasis on complying with norms and exposure of non-compliance

There is an expectation of compliance with projected norms that individuals may internalise 
so that they self-surveil and self-police their behaviour. Moves to promote the collective 
use of data in schools can be linked with a focus of technologies of the self. Pastoral pressure 
associated with self-technologies is evident in the visibility of data walls in communal spaces, 
as there is collective pressure for teachers to ensure shift in the data when it is so apparent. 
There is potential for peers to judge their colleagues’ data when there is no apparent move-
ment, just as peers are able to rally around and support teachers with their puzzles of practice 
when they are deliberating over their next steps to shift student learning along the data 
continua configured on the wall.
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To be proficient in the self-technologies that are associated with datafication and the use 
of data walls, teachers need to have the requisite data skills. This has been theorised in the 
literature as data literacy (Jimerson et al. 2019), assessment literacy (Popham 2009), and 
assessment capability (DeLuca and Johnson 2017). With the emphasis on leader and teacher 
accountability in schools, proficiency with data is ‘considered a fundamental competency 
for all educators’ (DeLuca and Johnson 2017, 121). Data literacy relies on the practitioner’s 
capability to interpret and curate relevant information from data. However, it can be a 
challenge for teachers and pre-service teachers, as they need opportunities to acquire math-
ematical and statistical skills and knowledge in order to work effectively with data (Cowie 
and Cooper 2017) and then use them to inform practice. Mandinach and Gummer (2016) 
signal amalgam of skills and knowledge involved in becoming data literate.

Data literacy for teaching… combines an understanding of data with standards, disciplinary 
knowledge and practices, curricular knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and an 
understanding of how children learn. (Mandinach and Gummer 2016, 367).

Courtney (2016, 629) observes that ‘the goal of post-panopticism is to expose subjects’ 
inevitable failure to comply’. In a biopolitical process, school communities, school leaders 
and individual teachers can be held to account on the basis of student achievement data. 
Therefore, the curation and dissemination of data are not apolitical. Data walls are a pow-
erful technology for exposing areas where teachers may be lacking in expertise and possibly 
data illiterate, or unsure or unwilling to take up the practices that are measured, especially 
when there is a trend in the data that is clearly evident. Teachers’ may well experience intense 
discomfort and negative emotional reactions when these gaps in expertise are publicly 
profiled (Harris, Wyatt-Smith, and Adie 2020).

Both compliance with performativity and disrupted fabrications

Fourthly, post-panoptic logic disrupt subjects’ fabrications which have been predicated on 
stability (Courtney 2016). Concerns around teachers’ work reflect ruptures in fabrication 
with the possibility of teachers, who were previously perceived to be competent, seen as 
underperforming. It is no longer appropriate to work hard and ensure that children are 
learning, which would previously have been a fabrication of good teaching. Numerical data 
are seen as a necessary ingredient in teacher fabrications as there is no other possibility of 
ascertaining a teacher’s degree of effectiveness and therefore accountability tools are inherent 
to the process of judgement (Lewis and Holloway 2019). Data walls rupture these fabrica-
tions as the emphasis has shifted to doing ‘the right thing’ by ensuring that teaching practices 
and content align with what is valued and measured.

This emphasis on performativity and compliance contributes to subjects’ fabrications 
(Ball 2003), where teachers and leaders ‘chase the numbers’ avoid sanctions, censure and/
or shame (Datnow, Lockton, and Weddle 2020, 110). There could be narrow forms of 
teaching practice (‘prepping students for testing’) that focus more on desired results than 
processes of learning that support less tangible outcomes (e.g. critical and creative thinking 
and student agency and empathy) (Keddie, Mills, and Pendergast 2011). There can be a 
narrowing of curricula and pedagogical approaches to discipline practice to conform with 
assessment practices (Hardy and Lewis 2017). This has long been acknowledged as the 
‘corrective potential’ of assessment (Donovan and Cannon 2018). The Queensland Teachers’ 
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Union (2015) have signalled that although data can be used generatively to assist students 
to goal set and celebrate achievement, they have concerns for both teachers and students 
when data are profiled for students who are not making adequate progress. They also raise 
the issue that assessment practice pertaining to data wall use may not be able to capture the 
complexity associated with student learning.

External standards systematised and internalised

The fifth element pertains to the internal external nexus of the post-panoptic gaze. The 
process of using data walls implies practices of ongoing data gathering and display. These 
practices are self-policing as there is an expectation that their ongoing use will enhance 
performativity and imply a trajectory of individual and collective improvement. Norms and 
fabrications are self-reinforcing and self-policing, yet there is also a dependency on external 
‘experts’ to produce criteria for achievement. Post-panoptic biopower does not specifically 
target control over the individual body but rather operates on a level of ‘massification instead 
of individualisation’ (Ajana 2005, 2). The biopower serving massification in Australian 
education (for instance) is mobilised through data walls that are linked with wider systems. 
Therefore biopower enacted through compliance with the Australian National Curriculum, 
circulation and maintenance of the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (Zembylas 
2018), compliance with accreditation requirements for Teacher Education institutions with 
linkages with Preservice Teacher Performance Assessments (Charteris 2019), conformity 
to standardised schooling provision through instruments like the National Assessment 
Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) test (Niesche 2015), and the public dissem-
ination of data through the MySchool website, which is a mechanism to publish school 
achievement data for the purpose of comparison (Mayes 2018). These massified mechanisms 
of control have external benchmarks for quality control in schools that influence how col-
lectives and individuals manage their behaviour through self-technologies. As illustrations 
of evidenced based practice, data walls can serve as vital evidence during school inspections 
that enable authorities to assure a school’s quality.

Post-panopticism operationalises markets in education

The sixth element of panopticism reflects the marketisation of teaching and assessment 
practice as a microcosm of the macro government systems. School wide data are uploaded 
to Departments in an accountability move and this datafication has a flow down effect so 
that classroom data are gathered and used for accountability processes. Data walls are an 
example of ‘topological respatialisation’ which Lewis and Hardy (2017, 219) describe as a 
process of ‘tracking data’ so that teachers are both ‘on track’ and ‘tracked’. They argue that 
‘what appear to be more “technical” activities and tasks of “using” data are, in fact, actively 
constituted modes of governance, enabled through and deployed by ongoing practices of 
comparison and topological respatialisation’ (Lewis and Hardy 2017, 219). This governance 
is market related. Schools are pitted against each other in the MySchool website and in the 
community’s conceptions of what constitute a ‘good school’. Therefore the school and its 
practices are subjected to pressures associated with ‘the market’. A narrative is necessarily 
constructed around educator and student performance through the use of national test data 
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that translates into the MySchool/league table process (Mockler 2013). Prospective parents 
compare and ranks schools as they engage in their decision making.

In this post -panoptic mix, the discourse of the market promotes a (neo-)conservative 
agenda which mitigates against the interests of socio-economically disadvantaged students 
and communities. Parent consumers make schooling choices ‘on the basis of “hard” evidence 
of relative school effectiveness’ and this marketisation of schools that facilitate choice ‘con-
structs cultural and social divisions between public schools’ (Rowe and Lubienski 2017, 342).

Keddie (2016) has argued that the construction of students’ identities are aligned with 
a neoliberal imaginary. She observes that for ‘children of the market’ neoliberal discourses 
are likely to seem natural and, moreover, even inevitable. Like the children in Keddie’s study, 
students who interact with data walls experience a visibility of where they organise them-
selves in ‘response to targets, indicators and evaluations’ and live ‘an existence of calculation’ 
(Ball 2003, 215). Keddie (2016, 116) writes:

Children actively comply with the demands of performativity through ‘playing the game’… 
They are, indeed, children of the market; members of a neoliberal generation crafting their 
identities within this social order’s seemingly natural and normal expectations and rationali-
ties…[They] appear to have mastered the neoliberal repertoires of the self that construct high 
academic achievement and exceptional performance as the ‘norm’.

The presentation of visual data in classrooms provides children with both a reference 
point for achievement and a mandate to self-surveil in order to be compliant – ‘targets, 
indicators and evaluations’ undertake ‘an existence of calculation’ (Ball 2003). Data walls 
are not separate from the politics of competition that schools can be immersed in. Schools 
are located in a wider social and political milieu that require visible standards of education 
provision. For elite schools there is an impetus to sustain and maintain privileged status 
through datafication practices that ensure they are achieving high results. For schools that 
serve disadvantaged communities or are seen to be at risk, datafication practices and data 
walls are a means of showing an audit trail that ‘interventions’ are happening. They serve 
to create trackable subjects. The stakes are high for these schools to ensure positive public 
perception and a convincing narrative that they are ‘making a difference’ in student learning 
outcomes so that the public see them as effective and they can compete for students. 
Moreover, there can be a layering of social justice discourse where data walls are deployed 
to ‘make a difference’ for disadvantaged students in order to provide access to pathways to 
educational opportunities and the workforce.

Having considered the synergies between data walls and key characteristics of post-pan-
opticism, critical consideration is now given to their use in schools and possible directions 
for further research are identified.

A critical consideration of data walls use in schools

The last two decades have seen an intensification in data use in the schooling sector. As 
Sahlberg (para 1) observes: ‘Today the walls of principals’ offices display performance results 
and data walls in teachers’ lounges highlight whether students have accomplished their 
learning targets’. Internationally school leaders are charged with the responsibility of encour-
aging teachers to become data literate and interrogating meaning from data, which involves 
using curated information proficiently to enhance student learning (Jimerson, Cho, and 
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Wayman 2016). Teachers engage with data for a range of reasons that include enhancing 
teaching practice through professional learning, and locating students on a curriculum 
related progression of learning to plan for pedagogy that provides specifically targeted 
opportunities for them to learn.

There has been significant educational change and reform that has led to a teacher centred 
focus for ‘improvement, innovation and change’ (Harris 2019, 1). This conception of pro-
fessionalism alluded to by Harris places an emphasis on responsibility and accountability 
of teachers so they are at the centre of reform efforts – attributed with ‘voice, authority, and 
agency to create and innovate in ways that they know will make a positive difference to 
learners’ (p. 1). However data walls are such a powerful ‘security’ mechanism (Foucault 
2007) for social control in collaborative professional learning that it raises a question 
whether there is scope for teacher resistance (agency) to their use. There is scope for further 
research into how teachers are positioned in relation to data walls and whether their use 
can be detrimental to teachers and/or students. It is unclear at present whether data walls 
do actually enhance student achievement through changes to teaching practice. Wyatt-
Smith, Harris, and Adie (2018, para 4) highlight how any benefits from data walls are 
necessarily mediated by student and teacher knowledge and therefore it is hard to gauge 
the effect of them as tools.

We acknowledge that the kind of data needed to substantiate claims of positive impact is 
difficult to collect, particularly because data walls do not directly cause student academic 
improvement… Overall, our finding is that, to date, only scant research attention has been 
given to examining the impact of data walls on student learning and teaching practice.

The proactive use of data in schools is often targeted at addressing the needs of students 
who are most disadvantaged. In this vein, it is worthwhile considering whether there is are 
different roles and uses for data walls in elite and disadvantaged schools. It is important to 
consider the circumstances in which teachers are judged to be competent (or otherwise) 
through the use of data walls. In some schools where there is extreme disadvantage teaching 
can be challenging and shifts in the data may be slow or less visible. Further research into 
the nexus of class, teachers’ work, and the use of data walls is warranted.

There are further questions to be raised around the use of data walls. What is the social 
and emotional cost of their implementation and, as the gaze narrows on what can be mea-
sured with them? How are progressive practices (e.g. opportunities for teachable moments) 
leached from the classroom, as the focus addresses what is immediately measured and 
translated into quantifiable outcomes?

Furthermore, little has been written about data walls and the integration of students’ 
evaluative expertise, where students can understand their progression and use their own 
data, nor is there research on the impact of this visible data on student voice and agency 
(Adie, Harris, and Wyatt-Smith 2020). With the emphasis on student assessment capability 
in much of the future focused education literature, where students are active agents in the 
classroom who are supported through formative assessment to make decisions during their 
learning process (Charteris and Smardon 2019), it is important to consider the impact of 
data walls on students’ psychological safety and their resilience as learners (Harris, Wyatt-
Smith, and Adie 2020).

The link between post-panopticism in education and data wall described here highlights 
the powerful nature of datafication in schools, how it serves as a means to constitute a 
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compliant workforce who are ‘philosophically responsive to the needs of the performative 
state’ (Wilkins and Wood 2009, 294). It is timely to critically consider the use of data walls 
for the professional values they embody and also for their position in the suite of technol-
ogies that produce biopolitical relations in schools.

Conclusion

Data walls can be seen as a collective mechanism which produces biopower through its 
alignment with panoptic disciplinary power in schools. This conjunction of the disciplinary 
and biopolitical operate directly on the bodies and subjectivities of leaders, teachers, and 
students. In summary, data walls adhere to six key characteristics of post-panopticism. 
Firstly, there are relations of power in which subjects make themselves visible to others. 
Secondly, there is a sense of normative clarity and permanence, yet ironically these norms 
are not as stable as they appear. Thirdly, there is expectation of compliance with the estab-
lished norms and hooks and mechanisms which are designed to signal where groups and 
individuals are under performing. Fourthly, there is recognition of the logic of performa-
tivity and a focus on disrupting individuals’ fabrications as they attempt to conform to the 
school audit culture. The fifth characteristic pertains to how external criteria like Standards 
and benchmarks are systematised and internalised by practitioners so that they self-surveil 
and self-police their behaviour. Lastly, and importantly, as biopower is a politics of society, 
educational markets are supported and sustained through the post-panoptic gaze. At the 
meso level, making data visible ensures that teachers are accountable to leaders, peers, and 
ultimately themselves with their performance trends publicly profiled.

At a macro level schools make their performance visible for audit purposes e.g. school 
inspections. Visibility enables schools to compete for students in systems that profile school 
data to facilitate parental choice of institution. (Of course this is a class issue as only those 
parents who are affluent enough to be mobile and afford travel or own real estate in elite 
suburbs can make this decision) (Rowe and Lubienski 2017). Therefore, in addition to the 
micro level benefit of individual students having teachers who can clearly identify their 
learning needs, the analysis of classroom data is a means to ensure visible improvement is 
happening so that schools can remain competitive in the market. This is a biopolitical 
technology of competition.

With so little written about post-panopticism and data walls respectively, it is timely to 
consider how the notion of the panopticon is shot through biopower and has morphed to 
incorporate the intensified market logic of neoliberalism. This article moves the literature 
forward through applying an analytical framework of post-panopticism to data wall use in 
educational contexts. Moreover, the application of post panopticism to datafication practices 
described indicate an agenda for future research. This paper has extended Page’s (2017a) 
argument around the devolution of power in schools, illustrating how data walls are a 
surveillance practice that circulate as a technology of control across vertical, horizonal and 
interpersonal spheres. It has built on Courtney’s (2016) conceptualisation to illustrate how 
data walls are a post-panoptic technology that have become embedded in the routinised 
work of teachers in the schools where they are used. Extending Perryman et al. (2018) work 
on the post-panopticism of inspection regimes in the UK, this article illustrates how 
post-panoptic technologies can both expose areas of teachers’ non-compliance and at the 
same time foster self-policing practices.
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