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Abstract 

Disturbing, problematic, or challenging student behaviour is said to be among the greatest 

challenges facing today’s school life. However, despite the apparent commonsensicalness of the 

issue, there is no commonly agreed upon definition for such events, and there is often very thin 

analysis of what actually becomes disturbed, challenged, or problematised in such instances. In this 

paper, disturbing behaviour is seen as a discursive practice that produces reality; it is a historically 

and socioculturally formed coming-together of various intersecting power-related discourses that 

make claims about individuals and contexts. Informed by poststructural approaches, this theoretical 

paper looks at how ideas of disturbing behaviour come to be formed within the discursive 

environment of school. The paper argues that behind the idea of disturbing behaviour are the ideas of 

a normal developmental course and an idealised student, as well as increasing emphasis on 

management and measurement in school.  
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Bad behaviour in school: a discursive approach 
 

Introduction: The Ambivalence of the Idea of Bad Behaviour 

Nearly one in three teachers, on average, reports losing “quite a lot of time” due to behavioural 

problems in school (OECD 2014, 9), and challenging or disturbing student behaviour is said to be 

among the greatest challenges currently facing schools (Brunila and Siivonen 2016; Närhi et al. 2015; 

Shaughnessy 2012; Sullivan et al. 2014). In the US, for instance, it has been argued that up to 50% 

of teachers’ and administrators’ time is spent addressing issues related to problem behaviour 

(McKenna and Flower 2014). The response to this challenge has been to invent innumerable 

interventions, management strategies, methods, implementation programs, tools, tips, guidelines, and 

prosocial curricula (Anguiano 2001; Brainard 2001; Fairbanks, Sugai, Guardino, and Lathrop 2007; 

Gordon 2001; Haydon and Musti-Rao 2011; Hester, Hendrickson, and Gable 2009; Jeffrey, 

McCurdy, Ewing, and Polis 2009; Lake 2004; Lewis, Romi, Qui, and Katz 2005; McKenna and 

Flower 2014; Nahgahgwon, Umbreit, Liaupsin, and Turton 2010; Scarpaci 2007; Wheatley et al. 

2009; Wright 2011; Wright and McLeod 2015). Similarly, problem behaviour (and its synonyms) has 

been studied extensively, especially in educational contexts, focusing on teachers’ and trainers’ 

perceptions, on causal attributions, or on allocating blame (Anguiano 2001; Axup and Gersch 2008; 

Erdogan et al. 2010; Hart and DiPerna 2017; Leffingwell 1977; Martin, Linfoot, and Stephenson 

1999; Ratcliff, Jones, Costner, Savage-Davis, and Hunt 2010; Reglin, Akpo-Sanni, and Losike-

Sedimo 2012; Sun 2015; Verkuyten 2002). In short, addressing student misbehaviour has taken centre 

stage in schools in Global North and Western countries.  

In the massive body of literature about the topic, several terms (disturbing, bad, challenging, 

problem, problematic, mis-, disruptive…) are used in overlapping ways to refer to roughly the same 

ideas. These terms are taken up in a rather commonsensical and naturalistic manner in educational 

discourse. However, these terms encompass a variety of diverse issues, including violence, silence, 

talkativeness, family background, representations considered masculine or feminine, expressions of 

subcultural identities, (lack of appropriate) emotional representation, littering, or handwriting 

(Koskela and Lanas 2016; Laws and Davies 2000; MacLure et al. 2012; Youdell 2003). For the 

purposes of this paper, seeking clear distinctions or definitions for these terms and ideas serves no 

purpose, as the paper aims to investigate the foundation upon which all these terms are based.  

Of the vast variety of terms referring to the same ideas, we have chosen here to use “disturbing 

behaviour”, but we use the term under erasure (Brunila 2009; Derrida 2003)—that is, we speak of it 

while simultaneously claiming that it does not exist as a static, nameable entity. We have chosen the 
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term because it carries the least burden. For example, the “mis-” at the beginning of “misbehaviour” 

means “wrongly, badly, or unsuitably” (as in misunderstand, misapply, misallocate) and assumes 

some kind of binary (e.g., behave/misbehave). “Problematic behaviour”, in turn, assumes some kind 

of inherent problem, while the concepts of “disturbing behaviour” and “challenging behaviour” 

enable us to ask what is actually disturbed or challenged. Of the two, we prefer “disturbing behaviour” 

because “disturbance” is more open than “challenge”. While “challenge” entails the idea of some 

authority being challenged, “disturbing” can mean many things. Like “disrupting”, the act of 

disturbing is also a poststructuralist concept—something, indeed, that many poststructuralist studies 

aspire to do in order to make openings for new understandings. For present purposes, then, disturbing 

behaviour is defined as action, speech, or conduct that in some way disturbs existing understandings.  

Although, at a glance, disturbing behaviour seems straightforward and definable, several 

authors have called this into question (Kauffman and Landrum 2013; MacLure, Jones, Holmes, and 

MacRae 2012; Millei and Petersen 2015). For example, an extensive Ofsted study published in 2005 

noted, “Defining challenging behaviour […] has always been an unsatisfactory enterprise.” Similarly, 

in their two-decade study (1968–1991) of teachers’ definitions of good and bad behaviour in Finland, 

Koskela and Lanas (2016) concluded that even when the teachers used the same words, there was no 

common understanding of to what the words referred. Furthermore, multiple studies have found that 

behavioural expectations differ between schools, between classrooms, from one situation to another 

within classrooms, between the classroom and the playground, and from one school to another 

(Hempel-Jorgensen 2009; Koskela and Lanas 2016; Laws and Davies 2000; MacLure et al. 2012).  

Nevertheless, even though the idea of disturbing behaviour does not seem to refer to a 

distinguishable or definable worldly phenomenon, it is understandable as an idea. In the discursive 

reality of education, disturbing behaviour of students is an idea that makes sense. In this paper, we 

are interested in how it comes to make sense. Informed by poststructuralist, critical, and discursive 

approaches, we propose that in order to make sense, an idea does not have to describe an existing 

worldly phenomenon, as long as it cites the surrounding, powerful discourses. This paper asks: Which 

discourses do the idea of disturbing behaviour cite in order to make sense? 

The overall task of this paper is to look at the discursive conditions within which disturbing 

behaviour comes to exist, becomes defined as a problem, and in which solutions are suggested to 

solve it. In a field largely dominated by psychological and special education perspectives, we take an 

uncommon view by locating disturbing behaviour not within the student but within the broader 

discursive context in which meanings are assigned to acts.  
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In what follows, we will argue that disturbing behaviour becomes discursively produced in 

the school every day as teachers interpret situations. We will claim that these teacher interpretations 

emerge within powerful discourses in education: discourse of normal developmental course, 

discourse of the ideal child, and discourse of management of students. These discourses set the 

backdrop against which events are read and responded to in schools. After that, we will work 

backward from these discourses to identify the broader historical-societal-discursive environments 

within which they, in turn, emerge and make sense: the rise of psy-disciplines, therapeutic ethos and 

medicalisation, managerialism and individualism, as well as existing societal power relations. We 

conclude by suggesting some implications for education. 

 

Discursive Production of Disturbing Behaviour 

Disturbing behaviour is discursively produced in schools every day as teachers interpret 

situations. Teachers are in a powerful position when making sense of events in school and interpreting 

circumstances. Simply a student’s failure to meet a teacher’s expectations may come to be seen as 

disturbing behaviour. For example, in Koskela and Lanas’s research (2016), students were expected 

to take initiative and demonstrate independence in school, but only in ways that renewed the existing 

power relationship between teachers and students. Any initiative or demonstration of independence 

that challenged this relationship was likely to be characterised as disturbing. Similarly, Laws and 

Davies argue that to be recognised as legitimate and well-adjusted individuals, students need to avoid 

disturbing the power relations within the school by actively displaying their subjection and 

submission (Laws and Davies 2000, 214). Overall, to be seen as behaving well in the eyes of their 

teachers, students must perform minute, detailed readings to identify what constitutes appropriate 

behaviour in any situation. Failure to show commitment to teachers’ established rules is likely to be 

inscribed as disturbing behaviour (Maclure et al. 2012). 

The term “behaviour” implies that students’ actions are a matter of choice and that teachers 

simply acknowledge these choices, but this is not the case. Firstly, teacher interpretations of behaviour 

are not under young people’s control. Studies have long shown that interpretations of behaviour in 

school correlate with student skin tone, class, and gender (Ball 1981; Becker 1952; Cicourel and 

Kitsuse 1963, 1971 Meighan 1986; Rist 1970). The norm of a well-behaved student has been argued 

to be a particular cultural construction of studenthood that, for some, is almost impossible to perform 

(Grant 1997). Secondly, young people must continuously work out how to become credible subjects 

not only in the eyes of their teachers but also within multiple other reference groups: school, peers, 

home, and minority cultures (Lanas 2011; Lanas and Corbett 2011). This entails balancing multiple 
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contradictory demands related to one’s habitus, conduct, speech, and even emotions. Thirdly, if the 

school’s repertoire of acceptable emotions does not match those experienced by the student in life 

and in school (e.g., anger or frustration), it may be impossible to secure positive recognition in school 

(MacLure et al. 2012, 464). Students may have very limited space to navigate these challenges. If 

students contest or refuse the forms of subjection made available to them in school, they may become 

unrecognisable subjects within the surrounding discourses—and where they do not make sense as 

subjects, the subject position “disturbing” may be the only available position left for them.   

Although teachers are in a powerful position when making interpretations, they are not free 

in doing so. This is the nature of discourse. The idea of disturbing behaviour emerges within specific 

discursive frames that make common-sensical claims, for example, about pupils, childhood, youth, 

school, teachers, education, or upbringing. These frames produce meaning in relation to an 

individual’s conduct (Brunila 2014, 2016). As we will show, these frames govern what teachers may 

perceive as problematic, how they may characterise and approach the perceived problem, and how 

they may position themselves as professional teachers in relation to the problem.   

These discursive frames are produced as individuals read and respond to their surroundings. 

To simply refer to an event as “disturbing behaviour” already has certain implications; it defines an 

event as a disturbance, it locates the disturbance in the child or young person, and it defines the event 

in terms of chosen acts (behaviour). It follows that naming “disturbing behaviour” is a discursive 

practice (Bacchi and Bonham 2014) that produces reality and power relations. Overall, use of the 

term “disturbing behaviour” (or its synonyms) always implies some kind of power relation; the term 

is typically used when discussing someone who is under care or considered vulnerable (Brown 2014; 

Brunila et al. 2015). Children and youth are the groups most commonly addressed when discussing 

disturbing behaviour or its synonyms (although a quick internet search shows that similar language 

is applied to other vulnerable groups including people with disabilities, the elderly, and non-human 

animals). Notably, however, the term does not seem to be regularly applied when discussing adult 

men and women who are not under care.  

In this way, the idea of disturbing behaviour is a union of intersecting societal and theoretical 

power-based discursive frames, which seem natural and are produced in everyday life. Next, we will 

direct our attention to these frames and how they operate. 

 

Wider Discourses Forming Disturbing Behaviour 

In the field of education, there are powerful ideas of a normal developmental course and of 

the ideal child, as well as an emphasis on the management of students. These ideas impact not only 
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how teachers may see young people’s behaviour but also how they may see their own position in 

relation to the behaviour of young people. These ideas do not stand alone but emerge within a wider 

discourse and ethos in education and society. Psy-disciplines, the therapeutic ethos, and 

medicalisation, as well as managerialism, individualism, and existing societal power relations, all 

shape the ideas that become understandable in educational institutions.  

Figure 1 below visualises how these discursive frames and ideas come together. It is not meant 

to be any kind of model, as the discursive production of disturbing behaviour is not something that 

can be modelled. Rather, it is one possible visualisation of how the idea of disturbing behaviour 

emerges in the intersections of multiple overlapping discourses.  

 

Figure 1: Discourses within which the idea of disturbing behaviour comes to make sense 

Next, we will briefly outline the overlapping discourses of ideal child, normal development, 

and management. After this, we will go on to discuss the broader discourses identifiable behind such 

ideas.  

 

Ideal Child, Normal Developmental Course, and Management 

Although the term “ideal pupil” is over fifty decades old, it is still current. In the current 

educational climate, any student’s agency that deviates from schools’ expectations and norms is likely 

to be read through a discourse of normal development. If a student does not develop appropriately, 

an explanatory diagnosis is required. Laws and Davies (2000) suggest that this happens sooner rather 

than later in a young person’s school career. They argue that within the dominant schooling discourse, 

students have about three months within which to manifest appropriate development and behaviour; 

after this time, measures are taken. If those measures are unsuccessful, a developmental psychological 

discourse will be employed to make sense of the failure.  
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The powerful position of developmental psychology in education has been criticised since the 

1980s across scientific fields and by multiple authors, most notably by Erica Burman. According to 

Burman (1994), developmental psychology and the related ideas of a normal developmental course 

are among the strongest regulatory discourses of childhood and youth. Burman and others claim that 

such normative discourses detach young people from their sociopolitical and historical contexts, 

providing homogenised descriptions of child development, idealising young people who fit into such 

descriptions and pathologising those who do not, and imposing uniformity based on the ideal while 

at the same time individualising and measuring gaps or differences from the norm (Burman 1994; 

MacLure et al. 2012; Watson 2016).  

The idea of a normal developmental course has also been criticised for constructing children 

as objects of adult intervention and for installing such intervention as the foundation of education. 

Childhood studies (Alanen and Bardy 1990; James and Prout 1990) have directed attention to the 

material, cultural, and discursive construction of childhood and have emphasised the need to 

recognise the child readily as a political actor. Similarly, philosophers of education such as Bingham 

and Biesta (2010) have criticised approaches which assume that the political status of a child or youth 

depends on a prior psychological state and that children must be brought to speech by the educator. 

They argue that a young person should be referred to as a “speaker” rather than as a “learner”.    

Despite these well-known critiques, developmental psychology-based ideas of young people 

continue to circulate, shaping the subjectivities of young people as well as those of their teachers—

not only dictating what different young people can be or should become, but also what educators of 

young people can be and become. As young people are not commonly acknowledged as full 

educational speakers or actors, and as behaviour is seen to require teacher control, educators become 

narrowly positioned as either “in control” or “out of control” of their classrooms (MacLure et al. 

2012; Millei and Petersen 2015). Disruption in class comes to be understood both as the young 

person’s lack of self-control and as the teacher’s problem with management and control. Within such 

a discursive environment, the teacher is compelled to understand her role as one of management in 

order to maintain control of the classroom (Keat 2008; Millei and Petersen 2015). If students are seen 

as not behaving well, teachers risk consequences. The paradox of being a teacher is having to “manage 

the non-definable with professional certainty” (McMahon and Harwood 2016).  

Like any actor, teachers work within the specific demands placed on them by surrounding 

discourses that provide them with tools for thinking and reading events. McGregor (2015) offers the 

example of how, when making sense of school engagement, teachers tend to draw from an entirely 

different set of discourses than, for instance, youth workers do. She found that while teachers drew 
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primarily on discourses of individual responsibility for success or failure and related notions of youth 

deficits, youth workers recognised the social and economic pressures that shape the lives of young 

people and, consequently, their engagement with schools.1 This suggests that the different 

expectations placed on teacher and youth worker subjects within the surrounding discourses render 

different aspects of the students’ situations visible and relevant. It is also notable that the vast existing 

literature identifies countless ways in which teachers can better manage behaviour but has virtually 

nothing to say about how teachers might analyse behaviour in its relation to social issues.  

In summary, disturbing behaviour is shaped and formulated within existing overlapping ideas 

of a normal developmental course, an ideal of young people, and an emphasis on management of 

students. These, in turn, make sense within broader societal discourses, impacting educational 

thought: a) the psy-disciplines, therapeutic ethos, and medicalisation, b) the societal power relations, 

and c) measurement, managerialism, and individualism. Next, we will look at these broader societal 

discourses. 

 

The Psy-Disciplines, Therapeutic Ethos, and Medicalisation 

First, the rise of psy-disciplines, therapisation, and medicalisation provides the current popular 

language through which challenges, including those in school, are approached. 

The psy-disciplines is a collective term for psychiatry, psychology, and psychoanalysis coined 

by Foucault in 1977 and subsequently elaborated on by others (Rose 1998). The term refers to how, 

from the eighteenth century on, these disciplines have become new forms of government, supplying 

the frames within which individuals understand, form, and regulate themselves, facilitating a shift 

from coercive control to “the conduct of conduct” and practices of self-formation. It has been argued 

that educational institutions play a central role in perpetuating the emergence and operation of the 

psy-disciplines as natural, inevitable, ethical, and liberating (Petersen and Millei 2016).  

A number of sociologists and educationalists have argued that a therapeutic ethos has emerged 

within many Western education systems. This ethos draws on an eclectic range of psychological ideas 

and techniques that aim largely to enhance social and emotional learning and self-esteem. The term 

“therapeutic turn” refers to a multifaceted spectrum of discourses and social practices that 

discursively and institutionally pervade social and cultural life, including education. As Ecclestone et 

al. have shown, the psychological roots are diverse, ad hoc, and eclectic but commonly draw in 

different ways on the language, ideas, and techniques of popular psychology. Some programmes 

                                                      

1 Research suggests that this varies between educational contexts: in Finland, wider societal aspects were also mostly 

missing in youth worker narratives (Brunila 2012, 2014; Brunila et al. 2015; Kurki and Brunila 2015) 
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might be adapted from cognitive behavioural therapy and positive psychology while others draw on 

different strands of counselling, self-help, psychotherapy, and psychology, sometimes embellished 

by neuroscience (Ecclestone et al. 2015; see also Brunila 2014). For example, by way of response to 

widely perceived “crises” of children and youth, a diverse range of programmes, projects, and 

initiatives, sharing a common theme of enhancing emotional well-being, have become a routine 

feature of contemporary education systems in many countries. If there is no consideration of the 

societal roots of possible ill-being, these approaches risk victim-blaming. Collectively, such 

initiatives have been characterised as “therapeutic education” (Brown 2014; Brunila 2012, 2014; 

Ecclestone and Brunila 2015; Irisdotter, Aldenmyr, and Olsen 2016; Wright 2011; Wright and 

McLeod 2015).  

Medicalisation refers to “the process whereby non-medical problems become routinely 

understood and handled as illnesses or disorders” (Malacrida 2004; Mills 2014). As Western society 

has come to react more dramatically (or quickly) to difference, and as the medical, educational, and 

psychiatric professions have developed, the range of behaviours identified or perceived as 

pathological has grown. This has increased psychiatric surveillance of a broad range of behaviors and 

signs that were once accepted as part of the continuum of human possibility but have now become 

problems to be resolved through expert practice, thus undermining tolerance (Malacrida 2004, 63).  

Malacrida’s (2004) study hints that medical professionals are not necessarily the ones calling 

the shots in Western society’s shift toward medicalisation. Doctors are also pushed to give a diagnosis 

to students whose symptoms may not merit a diagnosis so that these students can be medicated to 

focus during school days. One possible reason for this is that, under the pressures of high-stakes 

testing, teachers cannot afford students who disturb instruction, and medication is used to replace 

pedagogy. 

In the context of the psy-disciplines, medicalisation, and the therapeutic ethos, any young 

person in the classroom becomes an object of constant scrutiny in order to identify those who may 

not fit the norm and need treatment ” (see also Riele 2006) by means of an intervention. Such 

processes serve to marginalise a minority of students in school and construct an idea of “normal”. 

Marginalised children define a deviation from which “normal” children can recognise themselves as 

normal (MacLure et al. 2012, 455). Multiple studies have shown that even in the inclusive classroom, 

the discursively produced “other” may remain separate and excluded. Watson (2007) has argued that 

it is precisely by means of these processes that the “silent normal” sustains its position in an 

“unrecognized and unaddressed fear of difference, which becomes constructed around a potential 
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threat to the order” (Watson 2016, 27). In this way, therapisation, medicalisation, and the psy-

disciplines implicitly risk contributing to othering practices in school.  

 

Societal Power Relations 

Second, societal power relations have a great impact on what kinds of conduct, speech, 

emotions, and actions are desirable for different individuals. As established earlier, for student agency 

to be described as disturbing, it need only disturb the existing and often implicit power relations in 

the society and school. Depending on the local history, these power hierarchies take different forms, 

but commonly race, class, finances, gender, sex, sexual orientation, or geography play a role. As 

stated by Allan and Harwood (2016, 185), “‘[r]ace’, class, and gender heighten the risk of psy-

diagnosis, while at the same time the very process of psy-diagnosis deflects attention from racialized, 

or gender discrimination, or poverty in the lives of children and young people” (see also Gillies 2011; 

Kurki and Brunila 2015).  

Here, we will explicate this with two contexts. Firstly, in Britain, according to Youdell, 

At the level of the institution, discursive practices of Black youth/street culture 

are tacitly mediated through discourses that constitute these practices as 

inherently challenging to the school's (or individual teacher's) authority and, by 

extension, the broader White hegemony. (Youdell 2003, 15) 

 

As one example, Youdell refers to Gillborn’s (1990) observation of how a particular way of walking, 

common as a cultural practice among African-Caribbean boys, was interpreted by the school as a 

challenge to authority. Youdell further argues that black subcultural identities become presented as 

intrinsically anti-school and a challenge to authority. She calls this common-sense and institutional 

racism:  

Such racism operates through the historicity—the sedimented meanings—of unrecognised 

and unacknowledged organisational and common-sense discourses which cite and inscribe 

the biological and/or cultural deficiency, hyper-sexuality, deviance, and threat of Blackness—

the discourse of a Black challenge to White hegemony. (Youdell 2003, 15) 

 

This resonates with Lanas’s (2011) observations in northern Finland, the second example 

provided here. Lanas’s ethnography in a reindeer herding village school in Finnish Lapland showed 

that teachers responded to the explicit expression of local reindeer herding culture as if it was a 

deliberate challenge to school authority and national values. In the process, seemingly small everyday 
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gestures became loaded with symbolic meaning. For example, the principal decided that civilisation 

of the villagers required that students should no longer smash their potatoes with a fork but should 

instead cut them with a knife. As a result, all students began smashing their potatoes, and this in turn 

came to be described as an act of disturbing behaviour. 

In this way, in school, the well-behaved (ideal) child is one who, if not successfully 

representing the existing power hierarchies in the school and society, at least submits to them. 

Representations of youth subcultures or home cultures in school (if these are not dominant in the 

society) may come to be seen as disturbing sociocultural-historical power relations and are therefore 

regarded as disturbing behaviour (Lanas 2011; Youdell 2003).  

 

Measurement, Managerialism, and Individualism 

Third, when social challenges in school are labelled as behaviour, they are placed away from 

problematic power relations onto an individual student. In this way, the problem becomes 

individualised and managed within an individual.  

Individualisation refers to the processes through which societal, social, institutional, or group 

phenomena are attributed to an individual and discussed as such. The ways in which the term 

“disturbing behaviour” (or its synonyms) is commonly applied is a textbook example of 

individualisation. Within schools, disturbing behaviour is usually envisaged as an expression of an 

individual deficit that lies “in” the person, their mindset, or their home—not in school. For example, 

Malacrida (2004) reports how, as a first response to students’ problems in school, educators sent 

mothers to see psychiatrists or family therapists to resolve family difficulties (Malacrida 2004, 71). 

Similarly, in Koskela and Lanas’s (2016) study of official teacher statements, there was no mention 

of the school context in either questions or answers throughout the four-page teacher statement form. 

In this way, the marital status of an individual mother (which was regularly mentioned in the form) 

was assigned greater significance than, for example, any ongoing peer issues within the school or 

relations between teachers and students. In addition, issues such as fighting were viewed as a 

characteristic of one individual rather than as a broader problem to be addressed in the school 

(Koskela and Lanas 2016, 467–468). Such individualising perspectives overlook the potentially 

constitutive role of schooling itself in producing behaviour. 

Hardy (2015) suggests that this links to a broader organisational climate, in which schools 

must be seen as in control, even when this may not be the case (384). To convey such an impression, 

various guidelines, standards, tests, and programmes are employed and shape the organisations within 

which they are enacted. “In these ways, and with the assistance of specific systemic and individual 
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programmes, students’ behaviours became observable, governable, and manageable” (Hardy 2015, 

384; see also Ikävalko and Brunila 2011). It has also been argued that schools’ reorientation toward 

greater measurement of outcomes and accountability has pressured teachers to “perform” by 

producing the desired young people (Hempel‐ Jorgensen 2009; McGregor 2015). For example, 

Hempel-Jorgensen’s research in high schools of low and high socioeconomic status indicates that 

increased emphasis on measurement leads to different conceptions of good behaviour for students 

from different life circumstances. In that study, the testing culture and the pressure to raise standards 

led to a performative and regulative mode of pedagogy in the low socioeconomic school. As a result, 

the “ideal pupil” in the low socioeconomic school was rendered passive, conforming to school 

discipline and the wishes of teachers, whereas in the high socioeconomic school, a competence-based 

pedagogy served to define the ideal pupil as a more equal and active learner. In short, conceptions of 

young people’s disturbing behaviour are shaped by an increasing international emphasis on 

measurement and efficiency in education.  

To summarise, the rise of psy-disciplines, the therapeutic ethos, medicalisation, 

individualisation, managerialism, and societal power relations define a backdrop against which it 

makes sense to speak of education in terms of a normal developmental course and the management 

of students. Against such a backdrop, the notion of an ideal child is also implicitly produced, although 

the term is rarely used. Instead, educators tend to speak of “appropriate behaviour”, so creating the 

illusion of something that the young people in question can control.  Through these powerful 

discourses, education subsumes broad historical contexts as well as young persons’ actions, emotions, 

identity, circumstances, and motivations under a single term: behaviour—which in turn can assessed 

in a two-dimensional line with two ends: good or bad. 

 

Conclusion 

How we think about behaviour is a political act. The purpose of this paper was to map the 

complex network within which the seemingly simple idea of disturbing behaviour among young 

people in education emerges, makes sense, and begins to construct the world in its own terms. Such 

a mapping can never be exhaustive; instead, the aim was to elucidate the dynamic and complex 

production of disturbing behaviour. We would go so far as to suggest that disturbing behaviour is, in 

fact, the by-product of broader discursive practices and processes that have very little to do with 
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behaviour. In visualising these processes, we sought to illuminate disturbing behaviour not as a 

definable static entity but as the intersection of a set of ideas and discourses. 

The thrust of this paper was to elaborate and justify the argument that disturbing behaviour is 

a complex coming-together of multiple, overlapping discourses that combine in unprecedented ways 

and extend in different directions. Returning once more to the visualisation, we would direct the 

reader’s attention to its centre, in between the shapes. This is because the important aspect of the 

visualisation is not the circular shapes but the shapes formed at the centre by the lines as the different 

discourses overlap and combine. 

 

Figure 2: Disturbing behaviour as travelling lines 

In this view, disturbing behaviour has no boundaries or borders. In fact, rather than a 

combination of circular shapes, it should be visualised as the quite random shape of lines forming at 

the intersections of wider sociohistorical discourses and heading in various directions. 

For education, this means that disturbing behaviour can never be extinguished simply by 

correcting the behaviour of a child seen to be in need of correction. Instead, educators should 

interrogate the following core notion. When we set out to abolish disturbing behaviour, what are we, 

in fact, seeking to abolish? Is it littering? Is it violence? Is it student demands to participate in the 

construction of implicit expectations in education? Is it non-white, non-middle-class cultures? Is it 

children who seem unproductive and may undermine the school’s record? Is it unhappy children who 

bring their pain to school? We must look more carefully at our end goals. 
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