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Abstract

In this paper, we attempt to further develop the concept 
of ‘refraction’ (GOODSON & RUDD, 2012; RUDD & GOO-
DSON, 2014). Refraction is a conceptual tool intended to 
support complex and rich methodological and theoreti-
cal explorations of educational discourse, systems, poli-
cies and practice. It emphasises empirical investigation 
at the supra, macro, meso and micro levels, providing si-
multaneous analysis of both structure and agency. From 
our perspective, refraction is an attempt to provide a 
more holistic analysis that considers the interconnected-
ness between structure, agency, ideology and histories 
and beliefs. We attempt to highlight the ‘axes of refrac-
tion’ in relation to UK waves of reform, in order to illustra-
te the various foci for analysis and spaces and historical 
moments of refraction. 
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Refração como ferramenta para a 
compreensão da Ação e Ortodoxia e 
Transgressão Educativas 

Resumo 
 
Neste artigo, procuramos desenvolver o conceito de 
“refração” (GOODSON & RUDD, 2012; RUDD & GOO-
DSON 2014). Refração é uma ferramenta conceptual 
destinada a apoiar explorações metodológicas e teó-
ricas complexas e ricas do discurso educacional, sis-
temas, políticas e práticas. Ela enfatiza a investigação 
empírica nos níveis supra, macro, meso e micro, forne-
cendo uma análise simultânea de estrutura e agência. 
Da nossa perspetiva, a refração constitui uma tentativa 
em fornecer uma análise mais holística que considera a 
interligação entre estrutura, agência, ideologia e histó-
rias e crenças. Procuramos destacar os “eixos de refração” 
em relação às ondas de reforma do Reino Unido, a fim de 
ilustrar os vários focos de análise e de espaços e momen-
tos históricos de refração.

Palavras-chave: Teoria da educação, periodização histó-
rica, refração, estrutura e agência.

La refracción como una herramienta 
para la comprensión de la acción y la 
ortodoxia y la transgresión educativas

 

Resumen
 
En este trabajo, desarrollamos el concepto de “refracción” 
(GOODSON & RUDD, 2012; RUDD & GOODSON, 2014). 
La refracción es una herramienta conceptual diseñada 
para apoyar exploraciones metodológicas y teóricas 
complejas y ricas del discurso educativo, sistemas, políti-
cas y prácticas. Se enfatiza la investigación empírica en el 
nivel supra, macro, meso y micro, proporcionando análi-
sis simultáneo de la estructura y de la agencia.
Desde nuestra perspectiva, la refracción es un intento de 
proporcionar un análisis más integral que tenga en cuen-
ta la relación entre la estructura, la agencia, la ideología y 
las historias y creencias. Buscamos resaltar los “ejes de re-
fracción” en relación con las ondas de reforma del Reino 
Unido con el fin de ilustrar los diferentes focos de análisis 
y de espacios y tiempos históricos de refracción.
 
Palabras clave: teoría de la educación, la periodización 
histórica, la refracción, la estructura y la agencia.
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Preamble: Toward a Theory of Refraction

This paper further develops the concept of ‘refraction’ 
(GOODSON & RUDD, 2012; RUDD & GOODSOn, 2014), a 
conceptual tool intended to support complex and rich me-
thodological and theoretical explorations of educational 
discourse, systems, policies and practice. Refraction seeks 
to simultaneously examine structure and agency and the 
interrelationships between them, whilst also placing histo-
rical and contextual influence at the heart of explorations.

Supra level global trends are seldom interpreted identi-
cally in the form of national policies, and similarly, natio-
nal policies are rarely replicated as intended at the insti-
tutional and individual levels. Rather trends and policies 
are reinterpreted and redirected at local and classroom 
levels and revised by individuals. This ‘refraction’ results 
in global trends being mediated by wider national histo-
ries, traditions and dominant ideologies and politics, and 
national policies being translated through institutional 
cultures and practice and redirected through action ari-
sing based on individuals’ and groups’ own beliefs, values 
and trajectories. The resulting translation, or ‘bending’, 
occurs in range of different ways and for various reasons 
and represents a crucial focus for analysis as it may unco-
ver alternative approaches and diversity in response, hi-
ghlight pre-figurative practice and beliefs that influence 
practice, and illustrates the complex interaction between 
ideology, structures and institutional and individual ac-
tion. This complexity requires conceptual and theoretical 
tools that can support better exploration and investiga-
tion, and which may provide richer and contextualised 
understandings of practice, merely than it being seen as 
linear or direct responses to change. We argue that the 
concept of ‘refraction’ may be seen as one such tool by 
providing a lens for empirical investigation at the ma-
cro, meso and micro levels, as well as providing a simul-
taneous analysis of both structure and agency through 
narrative analyses of instances of professional practice 
and ‘episodes of refraction’.

As a concept, ‘refraction’ draws on a range of existing 
traditions and approaches but has at its heart a need to 
explore action in relation to dominant waves of reform 

and policies introduced into the field, and in particular, 
in exploring and trying to understand the motivations 
behind practice that appears at odds with predominant 
waves of reform. The first constituent aspect of refraction 
therefore, is the need to situate research and analysis of 
social change and practice within their wider socio-his-
torical contexts. This ‘historical periodisation’ (GOODSON 
& LINDBLAD, 2010) is essential in locating broader mo-
vements, cycles and waves of reform, and also in unders-
tanding practice and the extent to which this mirrors or 
refracts dominant waves, ideology and discourse.

A second and related constituent aspect of refraction 
is that in investigating and understanding practice and 
action in a broader social-historical context, we are also 
better placed to identify and illuminate the effects of 
ideology and power as exerted through policies and 
developments in the field and their effects on professio-
nal practice and identity. This brings us to the third core 
component of refraction. Whilst emphasising the need 
to analyse the effects of ideology and power through the 
development of policies, this is not determinist and does 
not occur in a linear fashion. Rather than being passive 
and subject to the effects of policy, actors are active in 
the process, often challenging, reinterpreting and me-
diating policy intentions, which means their action and 
motivations underpinning chosen courses of action is 
central to investigations. From our perspective therefore, 
research and analysis must attempt to address the key 
dichotomy between structure and agency. In exploring 
this key social scientific dichotomy and investigating 
both, as well as the relationships between them, we may 
begin to better investigate the conditions that lead to 
both loyal compliance and truthful translation of ideo-
logy into practice, and perhaps more importantly, the al-
ternative discourses, movements and practice that may 
arise in response and the motivations behind individual 
and group actions. Moreover, in elucidating individu-
al narrative accounts of the ways in which actors make 
meaning of their own lives and professional practice, we 
are presented with both rich accounts of subjective reali-
ties, which will often include detailed examples of varied 
practices and the generative factors behind them. These 
portrayals provide us with ‘tales’ of orthodoxy and trans-
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gression, of innovation and conformity, of compliance 
and resistance, and in considering these in the wider so-
cio-historical context and waves of reform, they provide 
accounts of the extent and ways in which ideology and 
power reshapes the educational landscape and influen-
ces and configures everyday practice.

Historical periodisation: Cycles and waves 
of reform as conceptual tools for examining 
change 

Perhaps the most fundamental aspect of refraction, is 
that phenomena, in this case educational policy and 
practice, need to be considered in relation to their social 
and historical context. Undertaking research and explo-
ring education in relation to a historically situated ‘longer 
view’ is far more likely to provide deeper and contextu-
alised insights into the nature and trajectory of change.

There is a long and varied tradition in theory and rese-
arch, whereby sociologist, economists, historians and 
others have sought to conceptualise and locate policy 
development and changes against the backdrop of lon-
ger waves, or cycles, of reform (See for example, TYACK & 
CUBAN, 1995; TYACK & TOBIN, 1994; FONTVIEILLE 1990). 
Such historical analyses provide a better basis for unders-
tanding the past, current policy change and directions, 
and the factors, ideologies and pre-existing conditions 
and practices underpinning them. Furthermore, histori-
cal analyses may also enable us to postulate longer term 
outcomes and implications of policies and emergent 
practice, and give us insights into both future possibili-
ties and areas of potential contestation. Whilst theories 
regarding the nature and regularity of waves of reform 
vary significantly and give rise to much debate (MC-
CULLOCH, 2011), they at least provide a socio-historical 
context on which to base discussions and theorisation. 
Arguably, historical periodisation tends to be given scant 
attention, and instead emphasis is increasingly placed on 
unique, contemporary possibilities and processes that 
tend to focus on bringing about changes that reflect the 
prevailing logic introduced into the system by the predo-
minant ideology through a narrowly defined system and 
tightly bounded institutional outcome measures. These 

issues alone might arguably justify the need to adopt a 
broader socio-historical analysis to policy developments.

Whilst there is a rich history and numerous conceptual 
models and theories that support analysis of historical 
epochs and cycles, there is no singular or definitive me-
thod or conceptual framework for doing so. Numerous 
researchers and theorists have studied links between 
historical cycles of economic growth and educational ex-
penditure (See for example, LOWE & MCCULLOCH, 1998; 
CARPENTER, 2001), with many developing or attemp-
ting to apply particular models in doing so.

The Annaliste School combined history and sociology 
in attempts to understand change, with perspectives 
on cycles, or waves of reform, argued to occur on three 
levels, over shorter, medium and longer terms, with the 
emphases and characteristics of each cycle being dis-
tinctive. Longer term waves appear relatively stable (al-
though they are constantly moving) and are linked to 
core structural factors and world views. Medium term 
waves tend to be signified by cycles of boom-bust lasting 
approximately 50 years, and provide a lens through whi-
ch to examine the development of many key systems, in-
cluding education, and which may provide insights into 
future directions, reforms and possibilities. Shorter term 
waves of reform focus on more discrete periods and par-
ticular politics and policies but are also representative of 
everyday events and human actions, providing specific 
empirical insights into action. Whilst each may be viewed 
as competing models, they are often viewed as interwo-
ven and interdependent, and indeed, complimentary 
approaches. Whilst there have been numerous refine-
ments and reinterpretations of these ‘waves’ of reform, 
from our own conceptual standpoint the development 
of refraction requires consideration of ‘waves of reform’ 
and action occurring at all three levels simultaneously, 
although there is clearly much opportunity and need to 
debate the length and timing of each cycle. 

Economists have long considered historical periods as 
a basis for analysing change and ‘business cycles’ and 
predicting future developments and trends as a result. 
For example, Schumpeter (2006 [1939]; 1954) drew on 
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identified models of macroeconomic activity to present 
a composite wave-form. Although Schumpeter did not 
propose a fixed or rigid mode, and suggested such cycles 
varied in time and existed for very different, rather than 
necessarily interrelated or interdependent purposes, 
others have drawn on his model to suggest that waves 
may be inextricably linked. From this perspective it is 
suggested that a longer ‘Kondratiev wave’, or ‘long wave’ 
(between 45-60 [54]1, years and denoted by cycles in-
corporating alternating periods of both high and slow 
growth), may also consist of something similar to three 
Kuznets demographic cycles or ‘building swings’ (15-25 
[18] years), sometimes interpreted and termed as me-
dium term infrastructural investment waves. Similarly, it 
has been asserted that each Kuznets wave itself may be 
made up of two Juglar waves of fixed investment (7-11 [9] 
years), which are arguably denoted by observable cycles 
and changes in investments into fixed capital. Similarly, 
each of the Juglar waves, may comprise 2 ‘Kitchin inven-
tory cycles’ (3-5 [4.52] years). These relatively short cycles 
are accounted for by the time lags between changes 
and improvements in external conditions and the time it 
takes commercial organisations to increase outputs and 
respond to the new conditions. These cycles tend to en-
ter a decline once the market becomes flooded and the-
re is a decline in demand, which can trigger subsequent 
reduction in outputs.

From such a perspective, economic crashes and subse-
quent deep depressions will occur when the downward 
trajectories of each of the four waves correspond. Ho-
wever, when trying to apply such models, there will be 
significant debate regarding the precise start and end of 
each cycle, how each is denoted, whether they are inex-
tricably linked, and whether and to what extent each one 
is, or should be, viewed as either an retrospective expla-
natory model and/or predictive indicator of change.

Whilst there is a debate to be had about the suitability 
and appropriateness of utilising models that attempt to 
explain and predict economic cycles when we theorise 
educational change and the related responses, it is clear 
they provide conceptual tools to support our thinking 
about historical periodisation, which is clearly a fruitful 

area for further development in education. Although it 
may be easier to analyse business cycles and forms of fi-
nancial investment than it might be to explore other as-
pects of social development, there are clearly often close 
relationships between them. However, the development 
of further models specifically addressing the peculiari-
ties, specifics, histories, and indeed the requirements for 
education that may extend beyond the current needs 
of neo liberal capitalism, may all be valuable additions. 
As Schumpeter himself argued, when examining capita-
lism, it can only truly be understood as an evolutionary 
process of innovation and ‘creative destruction’ encap-
sulating both periods of economic growth and also con-
traction and instability, and which involves interactions 
between multifarious variables, structures, systems and 
actors. Whilst existing models may be of great conceptu-
al value, there are numerous factors that may undermine 
their predictive utility. Unexpected events, technological 
developments, or unique corresponding incidents can 
make nonsense of expectations that such models may be 
offer an ‘exact science’. One only has to reflect on recent 
events affecting economies in the West, and elsewhere, 
to consider whether, or what types of waves, may be in 
their downward trajectories. Interestingly, Schumpeter 
also predicted that capitalism would collapse, progres-
sively weakening and becoming self-defeating, and 
would eventually be replaced by a new form of socialist 
corporatism seeking to reign in capitalisms excesses and 
inclinations toward damaging boom and bust. However, 
recent policies, in the UK at least, do not appear to be di-
verging from the predominant form(s) of neo liberal ca-
pitalism. Nonetheless, identifying the prevailing power 
and ideology that characterises each historical period, 
and how it is translated into systems and practice, must 
remain central to analyses. 

Uncovering ideology and power in restructu-
ring policy and practice

Historical periodisation requires analysis of socio-his-
torical trends, which can vary significantly and are re-
fracted in different continents and cultures. For example, 
the Professional Knowledge Project (see: GOODSON & 
LINDBLAD, op. cit.) studied professional life and work in 
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seven European countries. It identified distinct variations 
in historical periods in each country, although the trend 
for more neo-liberal informed restructuring ultimately 
became an identifiable broad-based movement across 
all countries, albeit being mediated by nation specific 
foundations and trajectories. In identifying these peri-
ods, it became better understood how the restructuring 
of education policies and the wider discourse affects the 
working lives and professional narratives of people who 
were expected to implement changes on the ground. By 
way of illustration, the periods relating to the context in 
the UK are presented below3.

Table 1: Historical periods and key policy discourse in the U.K.

Periods Basis for distinction and key policy discourse
1945–1979: Progressive 
narrative on welfare sta-
te expansion

Rapid Welfare State expansion. Pat-
terns of profit and accumulation linked 
to development of the welfare state. 
Comprehensive and universal guaran-
tee of ‘cradle to grave’ provision of mi-
nimum income, social protection and 
health and welfare service provision.

1979–1997: Marketisa-
tion narrative

The neo-liberal breakthrough as an 
organising principle. New emerging pat-
terns of profit and accumulation. Com-
prehensive welfare expenditure increa-
singly seen as a ‘burden’ and increasingly 
reframed as a drain on national resources 
in light of global and national economic 
crises. Promotion of ideas to promote 
free markets and competition and a ques-
tioning of the principles of comprehen-
sive and universal welfare provision.

1997–2007: Narrative of 
‘third way’ politics. 

‘New’ third way politics. Modernised 
‘New’ Labour Party moves to the ‘middle 
ground’ but arguably continues to sup-
port preceding privatisation and marketi-
zation agendas. Middle way policies pro-
mote growth of targets, tests and tables.

2007 - ?: The reconsti-
tuted neo liberal Period 
and discourse of auste-
rity?

The ‘reconstituted neo-liberal period’?
Crisis of capitalism and discourse of aus-
terity. Reaffirmation of neo-liberalism 
values of reducing state expenditu-
re and public services and promotion 
of private ownership and investment. 

Even given the rather crude and limited depiction above, 
we can begin to debate whether, or to what extent, 
each of these periods reflects a wave or cycle of reform, 
what type of cycle it might correspond with, or indeed 
whether some of the periods outlined are merely surface 
re-presentations of their predecessor. Certainly, there 
is much debate regarding the changes since the eco-
nomic crisis of 2007, and whether, in relative terms, the 
emerging trends that can be identified will be long last-

ing enough to constitute the beginning of a new wave of 
reform, whether they are a continuation or refinement of 
their predecessor, or conversely, whether we are in fact 
merely witnessing the beginning of the end of a much 
longer wave of reform.

Nonetheless, in understanding the current socio-histor-
ical period, or what we refer to as the ‘reconstituted neo 
liberal period’, it may be argued that the predominant 
discourse forcibly promotes ‘austerity’ policies aimed at 
promoting a new form of neo liberalism, with economic 
claims underpinning sizable reductions and redistribu-
tions of central Government spending in the public sec-
tor. For example, the scale of the sale of public assets 
under the five and a half years the current Chancellor 
of the Exchequer (George Osbourne) has been in post, 
amounts to £37.7 billion, with a further £20 billion worth 
intended to sold off before the next financial year (April 
2007), which would be a greater amount than any chan-
cellor since 1979 (cf. MCTAGUE, 2015). Such activity has 
also been allied the promotion of greater private sector 
involvement in public sector provision and services, in-
cluding the education sector. Whilst there is not space 
to provide a detailed review of policy developments in 
education, key, fundamental changes include the pro-
motion of Academies and free schools, which promote 
the growth of private (as well as charitable) involvement 
through sponsorship and the setting up of schools free 
from local authority control. The Secretary of State also 
now has the power to issue academy orders to ‘under-
performing’ schools. 

In many respects, changes in Higher Education have 
also been a ‘game-changer’, with a fundamental shift in 
emphasis and a lifting of the cap on tuition fees. This ar-
guably reflects both the ‘austerity discourse’ and a wider 
market model by placing fee paying students firmly in 
the role of consumer, or customer, and practitioners and 
Higher Education institutions, arguably as service pro-
viders. Subsequently, we have already seen associated 
practice and processes that place greater emphasis on 
customer (student) satisfaction through large scale data 
collection used as proxy measures to imply ‘provider 
quality ratings’ and value for money provision. In keeping 
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with the broader promotion of private enterprise and re-
straints in the public sector, the Higher Education White 
Paper (Department for Business Industry and Skills 2011) 
promotes more collaboration with industry and has po-
tentially paved the way for a greater number of ‘service 
providers’ to join the Higher Education sector, as well as 
calling for greater accountability in Higher Education. In 
this respect, we have also witnessed the growth of new 
methods and mechanisms intended to monitor and 
‘guarantee’ professional and institutional quality of ser-
vice, with further frameworks, such as the introduction 
of a ‘teaching excellence framework’ (TEF), imminent. 
Similar excellence frameworks for research (the Research 
Excellence Framework (REF) and its predecessor the Re-
search Assessment Exercise (RAE) have been around for 
some time, yet there has been an increased emphasis on 
research quality and (arguably narrowly defined) impact, 
with a plethora of measurements, monitoring mecha-
nisms and managerial processes and committees com-
ing into existence within the system and in institutions, 
especially following the reduction and redirection of 
funding from Research Councils and other sources. 

In our analysis of educational policy making and prac-
tice, it is vital to have an understanding of historical 
developments and wider ideological and policy trends 
that lead up to and influence current day policies and 
practice. Not only does this give a greater sense of the 
context and likely future developments, it can also pro-
vide insights into which policy developments may work, 
or indeed which are likely to be refracted, in the future. 

However, it is perhaps most important in order to locate 
and understand the type and extent of policy refraction 
that may occur through institutionally based, group and 
individual practice. Nonetheless, if educational institu-
tions, as Bourdieu (1977; 1977a) suggests, are sites of so-
cial and cultural reproduction, we cannot overlook the 
effects that power, ideology and related policy making 
has on the practices within such sites and the orthodoxy, 
‘rules’ and ‘logic’ (BOURDIEU, 1993) it may infer or trans-
mit, and what effects there are on subsequent practice as 
a result. This is fundamental to holistic explorations and 
enables clearer understanding of agency and the ways 
in which actors may, or indeed may not, actively respond 
to, or accept, symbolic power being exerted in the field 
(BOURDIEU, 1999). However, responses are likely to vary 
significantly from nation to nation, influenced to some 
degree, by pre-existing histories and traditions.

In the Professional Knowledge Project (GOODSON & 
LINDBLAD, op. cit.), the broad responses in seven differ-
ent countries to recent neo-liberal restructuring policy-
making waves were analysed. At the national level, re-
sponses varied from fairly compliant integration, which 
was most evident in England, to those characterised by 
contestation and resistance, most evident in the South-
ern European countries, through to ‘decoupling’ respons-
es, interestingly evident in the more ‘successful’ educa-
tional systems of Finland, and to a lesser degree, Sweden. 
This demonstrates how national systems, structures and 
histories can lead to political refraction of various guises 
in response to wider globalising forces and movements. 

Policy Discourses as System Narrative Restructuring Tools and Strategies Work-Life Narratives
Restructuring Policy-making Implementation Responses and Strategies Professional Work/Life

Restructuring Policy-making Integration Reconstructed Professional

Restructuring Policy-making Contestation Contested Professional

Restructuring Policy-making Resistance Resistant Professional

Restructuring Policy-making Decoupling Decoupled Professional

Table 2. Restructuring tools and strategies and work life narratives
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Following national responses to restructuring, it was 
then possible to identify empirically work-life narratives 
arising in relation to the new conditions and emerging 
orthodoxies. When juxtaposing systemic narratives and 
work life narratives, it must be considered that there are 
numerous points of refraction through which restructur-
ing policies must pass, from national and regional sys-
tems, interest groups, boards and committees, through 
to individual institutions, each having an ‘interpreter ef-
fect’ and mediating intended outcomes and practice. 
This interpreter effect might be thought of as something 
akin to (much debated) theories emanating in the field of 
neuropsychology (GAZZANIGA, 2005), whereby the (‘left 
hemisphere’) interpreter attempts to generate and con-
struct explanations by reconciling emerging information 
through reference to the past and what was previously 
known and understood. In attempting to reconcile the 
past and the present, previous practice and beliefs may 
not only provide a sense of coherence to professional 
identity, it can also provide a sense of security and de-
gree of ownership over policies that may be imposed by 
others. When we consider power and policies in relation 
to individual practice, we identify fertile spaces for em-
pirical and narrative investigation of the beliefs, pre-fig-
urative practices and experiences that influence actors, 
and which may result in a range of different dispositions 
and actions ranging from resignation, conformity, un-
conscious acceptance and compliance, on the one hand, 
to latent and wilful oppositional practice and resistance, 
on the other.

Exploring structure and agency: The dialectical 
challenge in understanding refraction

In one sense, practice can be seen as a process of active 
interpretation, and a mediated outcome between struc-
ture and agency. The opportunity for reinterpretation of 
structure and discourse is dependent on prior experienc-
es and pre-figurative practice, the level of possession of 
various individual and collective capitals that have value 
in any given context, and subjective expectations of ob-
jective possibilities (BOURDIEU, 1977; 1990) for new and 
alternative courses of action and change. This dynamic 
interplay between structure and agency, capitals and 

context, gives rise to the dynamism inherent within so-
cial practices and results in the plethora of courses of ac-
tion and routes for refraction. These need to adequately 
considered in educational practice and research, as fail-
ure to do so may lead to research of limited scope and 
truncated findings. It is perhaps in such uncertain peri-
ods that we conversely need to bring into sharper focus 
the varied and diverse practice and refractions.  

As a methodological and theoretical concept, refraction 
offers a means through which to simultaneously 
focus on both structure and agency and the dynamic 
interrelationships between them, which has long been 
viewed as a key dialectical challenge for the social 
sciences (BERGER & LUCKMANN 1966). We suggest 
that structure and agency are both competing and 
complementary forces, with power, structures, and 
fields (BOURDIEU, 1984) having often significant effects 
on action and behaviour. Moreover, we recognise the 
potential for individual and collective action that can 
mediate the effects and intent of restructuring policies 
and which may lead to new and unique practices in 
response to the prevailing logic, and in so doing, hope to 
avoid structural determinist assumptions. 

Fig.1. Interrelationships: Structure and agency and histories 
and trajectories

A key to understanding any human action is through 
‘practice’, yet practice should not be considered free from 
both its individual and structural generative conditions. 
In other words, practice should not be considered free 



107Tim Rudd; Ivor. F. Goodson

from human agency and the experiences, pre-figurative 
practices and beliefs that may contribute to reinterpre-
tation, redefinition and refraction, as well as ‘misrecogni-
tion’ in social practice arising through misattribution of 
wider generative structures and failures to recognise the 
social differentiation these may maintain and reproduce 
(BOURDIEU, 2000). Indeed, this highlights the need to 
not only look at relationships between power, policy and 
professional narratives and individual practice in edu-
cation but to also consider whether individual and ins-
titutional practices have become normalised as a result 
of the conditions arising from the generative structures 
themselves (GRENFELL and JAMES, 1998) and which are 
exerted through new orthodoxy and doxa (BOURDIEU, 
1984). In short, we must be aware that action is not free 
from power, and the structural and ideological factors 
and conditions that can place practical limitations on in-
dividual practice.

From our perspective, in developing the concept of re-
fraction, we seek to provide a more holistic analysis that 
considers the interconnectedness between structure, 
agency, ideology and histories and beliefs. Moreover, we 
emphasise the need to explore professional narratives 

and experiences that lead to re-contextualisation, de-
-contextualisation and refraction of education policies. 

The ‘x’ axis (using the UK as an example) represents key 
historical periods, whilst the ‘y’ axis highlights various le-
vels of societal action. These range from the supra and 
macro structural levels through which restructuring dis-
course emanate and are interpreted into policies, through 
to the meso and micro levels through which such policies 
are mediated and reinterpreted into practice. Such practi-
ce itself will vary from that which is more closely aligned 
with other pre-figurative practice and beliefs, or conver-
sely, with that which is more loyal to, and compliant with, 
dominant discourse and new and emergent orthodoxies. 

Considering how we might use this illustration to inform 
empirical investigation, at any level, moving from the co-
lumns on the left to the right, we might postulate any 
potential influences and relationships there may be with 
preceding historical periods, experiences and beliefs and 
consider how they may shape, influence and lead to op-
portunities or ‘moments of refraction’ in practice. These 
‘moments of refraction’ are therefore crucial foci for em-
pirical investigation.
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Fig. 2. Axes of Refraction: Horizontal and vertical refraction



108 REFRACTION AS A TOOL FOR UNDERSTANDING ACTION AND EDUCATIONAL ORTHODOXY AND TRANSGRESSION

Moreover, if we also investigate and plot restructuring 
discourse and its translation to into policies and practi-
ce through the various systems, structures, contexts and 
practice operating at various levels (from top to bottom 
represented in any respective column), we are then 
better placed to see where, how, and to what extent, 
refraction of restructuring policies occurs, and the inter-
relationships, compliance and/or dissonance occurring 
between structure and agency. Whilst exploring these 
factors simultaneously may present us with a detailed 
exploration of both the generative and regulative factors 
that underpin social practice, they are most profitably 
explored through ‘thick’ description and rich narrative 
portrayals that emphasise and illustrate key empirical 
focal points, or ‘episodes of refraction’ (represented by 
action that might be presented in any single ‘cell’ within 
the table).

Of course, this is clearly an oversimplification, and tho-
rough analysis would require developing detailed em-
pirical evidence to explore any interrelationships and to 
uncover tangible examples, if and where they exist, yet 
this represents an early attempt to lay out the key consti-
tuent parts and conceptual elements of refraction.

Conclusion

Refraction demands explorations of supra, macro and na-
tional movements, policies and structural regulation and 
how these are interpreted and reinterpreted through meso 
level organisational culture, decisions and initiatives and 
contextualised, decontextualised and re-contextualised 
through micro level interactions. The numerous contexts 
and multiple possibilities that arise through the interactions 
between structure and agency provide space for reinterpre-
tation and variation through action. Undertaking narrative 
enquiry to understand the generative and regulatory fac-
tors underpinning action, and the origins of professional 
identities and changes in practice, are rich empirical sources 
through which to contextualise practice against broader 
historical periods, trends and trajectories. These trajectories 
of refraction too, need to be critically examined fin terms of 
power, ideology and symbolic violence that can set para-
meters to perceived possibilities for social action and prac-

tice. However, we must also avoid assumptions and explore 
and challenge linear perceptions of causality, by exploring 
alternate interpretations and practice arising. Although it 
may sometimes be uncomfortable, perhaps the most inte-
resting and fruitful areas for exploration are those points of 
refraction where policy is subject to interpretation at diffe-
rent levels of power, and when different layers of historical 
time coincide, as these may provide crucial insights into the 
possibilities for change and reform. 

What the refraction process warns us of is the ‘unintended 
consequences’ of symbolic changes and initiatives at the 
Governmental level. What sets out as being a reform with 
clear intentions and objectives is actively reinterpreted 
and reinterpreted at each stage of refraction. On the long 
journey of school or institutional knowledge, the only 
way to understand these reinterpretations is to show sen-
sitivity and sympathy to the life missions and intentions 
involved at each refractive stage. Without this narrative 
knowledge and without narrative learning, Government 
intentions can have grievously counter-productive results. 
It is time therefore to broaden the scope of policy making.

Notes

1 The broader range in number of years is presented first. The figure in 
brackets is not a precise figure but is presented for illustrative purposes 
to demonstrate the possibility for composite and interlinked cycles.

2 Many commentators suggest a Kitchin cycle lasts around 40 months 
but there is much debate as to the length of the cycle

3 The table presents an overview of key policy discourse in identifiable 
historical periods in the UK. The original ProfKnow research included 
responses only from English participants, on which this amended table 
is based.
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