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Introduction 
 
How I come to this: I have lived and worked in Birmingham for a long time. I am involved in 
education both as an education researcher and as someone active in the politics of education in the 
city. I have been involved in the Trojan Horse affair from the beginning, including being an active 
member of the community-led Putting Birmingham School Kids First campaign which held a public 
meeting of six or seven hundred people in June. The manifesto of the campaign sums up my 
position: we reject the Islamophobic attack by the government, aided by the press; we condemn the 
abuse of their power by Gove and by Ofsted; we recognise that there was no radical extremism in 
the schools but there were some malpractices of governance in a few schools, which needed to be 
fixed.  
 
The debate about the Trojan Horse affair has moved on since June and July, in the schools, the local 
authority and the community. The focus now is on how to move forward and turn these damaging 
events into a positive opportunity. On 20 October the city council presented to headteachers its 
draft action plan in response to the recommendations of the various reports, which has been 
developed in collaboration with the government-appointed Education Commissioner Sir Mike 
Tomlinson (BCC 2014a). This will drive school policies in the area, and the case I want to make is that 
the local community should be able to have influence in the formation and the implementation of 
these policies. 
 
Some of the policy issues are specific: for example, the new training programme for school 
governors, the induction programme for new headteachers, the implementation of the Prevent 
safeguarding strategy, and the requirement to promote ‘British values’. Some are more general, 
such as the continual commitment to improve school standards and to enhance employment 
prospects. But underlying these are some more fundamental educational issues. Three questions 
were posed by Mark Rogers, the council’s CEO, in his speech at a public meeting on 8 September 
organised by the Lunar Society. How much should schools reflect their communities? What should 
be the role for faith in schools? What do we mean by teaching British values? He claimed that 
‘Birmingham is well-placed to have a proper and sustained discussion about these questions’. They 
are certainly burning issues for the communities served by the schools in the Trojan Horse affair. The 
question I raised in the meeting was what structures would enable them to participate in this 
ongoing, profound and challenging discussion? The same question applies to all the local areas 
across the city. The case I want to make is that a Children’s Zone approach provides the most 
compelling answer. 
 
My argument brings together two sets of ideas. One set revolves around the idea of a Children’s 
Zone. A Children’s Zone brings together all the resources in a local area – a neighbourhood, a district 
- that can support the educational development of children and young people: 

 the schools – their teachers, governors, parents, children and young people;  

 other support agencies such as social services, youth services, pre-school provision and the 
police; local community facilities – libraries, community centres;  
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 local community organisations and groups of every sort, from sports clubs to religious 
organisations;  

 local workplaces and companies;  

 other resources outside the Zone area: universities, arts and cultural organisations etc; 

 the local authority; 

 and, centrally, community members themselves: their knowledge, skills, aspirations, views 
and aims. 

 
The second set of ideas concerns participatory democracy in local government at the neighbourhood 
and district level. It draws on recent and current debates and developments in the field of local 
urban politics around the transition from government to governance, the devolution of decision-
making, and the empowerment of local communities – debates and developments which are 
currently taking place in Birmingham.  

 
Bringing the two sets of ideas together places the issue of inclusive participatory governance, 
including the role of the community, at the centre of the Children’s Zone. This new local education 
partnership would be governed by a coordinating body comprising representatives of the various 
stakeholders, with a key role played by the participating schools, of course, but also effective 
influence by the local community. 
 
There is a danger that schools – and the local authority - may take an opposite approach: follow the 
diktats of Ofsted uncritically, don’t address the fundamental issues, and batten down the hatches 
against the community. I understand their acute vulnerability faced with Ofsted as a political arm of 
a ruthless government agenda, but as a response it is short-term, defensive, and incapable of dealing 
with underlying issues which won’t go away. The exclusion of communities from the decisions which 
shape their children’s education provides a fertile soil for the growth of the problems which arose in 
some schools in east Birmingham, not a recipe for avoiding them. 
 
My argument is not intended to undermine the professional responsibilities of teachers or the 
universal values of critical inquiry, equality and social justice which should inform education, but it is 
intended to ensure that local communities have the right to participate in local education decision-
making. My focus in this paper here is on the areas foregrounded in the Trojan Horse affair, but the 
vision I want to argue for is intended to apply to all the areas that make up the city of Birmingham.  
 
I make no apologies for the quantity and length of quotes in this paper from the sources I have 
drawn on. This for two reasons: partly because this is a work in progress, and partly because what is I 
think original in this paper is not the elements which comprise it, and whose authors I want to do 
justice to, but the weaving of them together in the argument I have tried to develop. 
 
What is a Children’s Zone? 
 
Its origins lie in the Harlem Children’s Zone in New York, which was founded in 1970. More recently 
it has inspired developments in other countries (for example Portugal: Abrantes et al 2013) and here 
in England. A Children’s Zone approach has been advocated by researchers at Manchester University 
in recent publications for the Save the Children charity (Dyson et al 2012; Dyson et al 2013. See also 
Save the Children 2012) and in their book, published this October, which includes case studies of two 
current educational area-based initiatives (ABIs) adopting a Children’s Zone-influenced approach 
(Kerr et al 2014). It has influenced the successful Manchester Challenge programme addressing 
social disadvantage in education. A Children’s Zone is also currently being proposed in an area in the 
north-east of England (Todd 2014).  
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In Developing children’s zones for England, a publication by Save the Children (Dyson et al 2012), 
some basic features of an English Children’s Zone model are outlined: 
 

• Zones must focus on an area and understand children’s needs in an area context. 
• Zones’ target areas are likely to be defined through a combination of local dynamics and 
the ways in which existing services are configured. 
• Zones’ strategies should be informed by analysing data about the area and its dynamics, 
and include community voices. 
• Partnership working is crucial and the area’s schools must be active partners. LAs can 
facilitate partnership arrangements. (p25) 
 
If a Children’s Zone is to act to improve outcomes for all the children in a particular area, it 
must: 
• understand educational outcomes – and children’s outcomes more broadly – as the 
product of a wide range of social processes operating over time  
• think in terms of a ‘cradle-to-career’ programme involving schools, families and 
communities – rather than a school improvement programme alone 
• find ways to bring schools together in the interests of all the children and families in the 
area, bring services together on the same basis, and link the two so they can develop holistic 
strategies  
• begin with an analysis of the local situation and the needs of children and families within 
this, and get partners to develop a shared understanding of this situation 
• develop a robust, long-term strategy for tackling disadvantage, and identify and/or 
develop effective actions to implement this strategy 
• monitor outcomes, and subject the zone’s work to public scrutiny 
• sustain its activities over time.  
 
English Children’s Zones will need to define their target areas in ways that make sense 
locally. In some instances this might be an electoral ward, or a distinct area of housing, or a 
reflection of broad patterns of where children live and where they go to school. In any case, 
English Children’s Zones will need to operate at an intermediary level, between schools and 
services, so that they are broad enough to bring local institutions together and attract a wide 
range of partners, but still small enough to allow for in-depth understandings of local 
configurations of disadvantage and locally tailored actions to be developed. (p26) 
 
In general terms, if it is to improve outcomes for all children in its target area, a Children’s 
Zone must bring together all the local partners with a central role to play in supporting 
children’s development, and it must enable the local partners to work collectively for the 
good of the area. To do this, a Children’s Zone must have some form of overarching area-
governance structure that has a clear relationship to its target area and can set the strategy 
for the zone, and within which partners agree to work to develop doubly holistic 
approaches. (p27) 

 
Why a Children’s Zone? The argument for educational effectiveness 
 
In Developing Children’s Zones for England: What’s the evidence? Dyson et al (2013) say: 
 

All we know about why some children do better than others suggests that outcomes arise 
from children’s complex ecologies, and that place plays a role in these ecologies. The 
implication is that improvements in outcomes for those facing the greatest difficulties in the 
most disadvantaged areas are possible through holistic area-based approaches. This means 
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that the idea of Children’s Zones, which are about precisely such approaches, is based on a 
sound rationale. (p11) 

 
The idea of Children’s Zones is based on a two-part rationale, which can be summarised as 
follows.  
 
First, we know that the relationship between disadvantage and poor outcomes is far from 
straightforward. Children’s lives are complex and shaped by a wide range of interacting 
contexts, ranging from the family, school and neighbourhood, to national policies and 
international affairs. There are many factors within these contexts that can stop children 
doing well, such as poverty, poor family support, emotional vulnerability; and there are 
other factors that can help them to succeed against the odds, such as positive social 
networks, good school experiences, access to sufficient material and financial resources. 
Second, we know that children’s lives are shaped by where they live – in terms of both 
access to resources and opportunities, and ways of being and doing – and that these factors 
can be supportive of, or create barriers to, achieving good outcomes.  
 
By marrying these two elements, a Children’s Zone – with its doubly holistic, area-based 
approach – offers a powerful strategy for offsetting many of the risks that children and 
young people encounter, and for strengthening those factors that can help them to do well. 
(p2) 

 
A pedagogic and cultural justification for a Children’s Zone approach can be derived from the 
argument that Stewart Ranson has developed over many years for the necessary relationship 
between schools and communities.  
 

The unfolding argument here proposes that learning grows out of motivation which depends 
upon recognizing and valuing the distinctive qualities of each and the cultural traditions they 
embody. If learning expresses a journey between worlds, the challenge for the school is to 
create a learning community that mediates local and cosmopolitan in its pedagogic 
practices. This configuration of the school and its communities, by interconnecting the 
symbolic orders of each, creates the conditions for relevance, motivation and learning. […] 
Understanding this interdependence of learning and living leads to a conclusion that it is the 
function of governance to constitute the structures of mutual recognition within and 
between the school and its communities. (Ranson 2011: 405)  

 
The Children’s Zone approach contrasts with the school improvement strategy promoted by both 
the New Labour and Coalition governments which is based on addressing internal school factors. For 
example, the London City Challenge programme, though successful (Hutchings et al 2012), was 
‘essentially conceptualised as a school improvement initiative, focusing on ‘intensive support for 
underperforming schools’ and ‘a city-wide leadership strategy led by school leaders for school 
leaders.’ (Dyson et al 2011, p78). There is additional value to be gained from complementing it with 
an approach which harnesses the potential of the local community and area, because internal school 
factors only account for 30% of variance in achievement: 
 

…even if we found all the factors that make schools more or less effective, we would still not 
be able to affect more than 30 percent of the variance in pupils’ outcomes. It has therefore 
become increasingly clear that a narrow focus on the school as an institution will not be 
sufficient to enable work on more equitable educational outcomes to progress […] 
Interventions will need to impact more directly on pupils’ environment and life chances. 
(Muijs 2010) 
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In sum, Children’s Zones should be in a position to capitalise on the best available evidence 
on stand-alone interventions. However, a well-formulated Children’s Zone should never just 
be a collection of off-the-shelf single-issue interventions. Rather, these should serve as 
building blocks within an overarching, doubly holistic, area-based strategy. A zone should 
explicitly plan how interventions might best work together, over time, across childhood, and 
how they can be adapted to respond to the challenges and opportunities of particular 
places. (Dyson et al 2013: 4) 

 
Social disadvantage and education in Birmingham 
 
A Children’s Zone approach is particularly relevant for Birmingham because it is a city with a high 
level of poverty. It Takes a City to Raise a Child, a report published this October by the Birmingham 
Children’s Commission (2014), revealed that 31% of youngsters in the city were living in poverty last 
year.  12 of Birmingham’s SOAs (Super Output Areas – population 1000-3200) are among the most 
deprived 1% in England. Two of the wards they are situated in include three of the core Trojan Horse 
schools: Nansen and Park View in Washwood Heath and Saltley in Bordesley Green. These two 
wards are also the two wards in Birmingham which have over one third of their population under 16.  
(BCC 2014b). 
 
The schools at the centre of the Trojan Horse affair have a high level of social disadvantage as 
measured by the percentage of children eligible for FSM. The Birmingham average is 32%. The 
percentage figures for Golden Hillock, Nansen, Oldknow, Park View and Saltley are 52.7, 51.1, 37.8, 
59.8 and 51.4. The Key Stage 2 L4+ results for districts show that Hodge Hill district, which includes 
Nansen, Park View and Saltley, has one of the lowest results for 2013 for reading, writing and maths, 
scoring 3% below the corresponding LA measure. But social disadvantage does not necessarily 
determine pupil outcomes: some schools are achieving against the odds. The Birmingham LA 
average percentage of pupils achieving 5A-C GCSE or equivalents including English and Maths in 
2013 is 59.9%.  The schools’ percentages are: Golden Hillock 52, Park View 75, Saltley 61. For 
primary Level 4 and above in reading, writing and maths the LA average is 73%. Nansen is 61%, 
Oldknow 81%.  
 
The local authority’s strategy for raising attainment in schools in these wards is to broker the 13 
teaching schools and their associated teaching school alliance schools to provide support. This is 
vital: the evidence shows that collaboration among schools is the most effective way to raise 
standards. But it is only half the story. It doesn’t engage with the social context of the school – the 
neighbourhood, the community, the local area – and its educational potential.  
 
Area-based initiatives in education 
 
There is a history of area-based initiatives in education to raise standards in areas of social 
disadvantage, from Educational Priority Areas in the 1960s and 70s and Education Action Zones in 
the 1990s to Excellence in Cities and City Challenge in the 2000s. (There are also international 
parallels, for example Zones d’Education Prioritaires in France: see Hatcher and Leblond 2001.) The 
New Labour government also promoted a number of policies such as School Plus and Extended 
Schools whose aim of revitalising communities by linking school improvement with working with 
families and communities had some similarity to ABIs. 
  
The evidence for the effectiveness of ABIs in education is mixed, but Mel Ainscow draws the 
following conclusion about the Manchester Challenge initiative, of which he was leader and 
researcher: 
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…closing the gap in outcomes between those from more and less advantaged backgrounds 
will only happen when what happens to children outside as well as inside the school 
changes. This means changing how families and communities work, and enriching what they 
offer to children. […] there is encouraging evidence from Greater Manchester of what can 
happen when what schools do is aligned in a coherent strategy with the efforts of other local 
players—employers, community groups, universities and public services. This does not 
necessarily mean schools doing more, but it does imply partnerships beyond the school, 
where partners multiply the impacts of each other’s efforts. (Ainscow 2012: 307-8)  

 
The principal reason which limits what ABIs can achieve is structural factors, as Kerr et al (2014: 15-
16) recognise (though they also emphasise the difficulties in evaluating the impact of ABIs): 
 

…while ABIs may be locally ameliorative, they are not in a position to intervene in the 
underlying forces that ultimately concentrate poor outcomes in particular places’.  […] As we 
frame it, the debate to be had constructively is not whether ABIs can overturn structural 
inequalities – they neither can nor should be expected to. Rather, it is whether there is 
something that ABIs, by virtue of their local area focus, can contribute to efforts to tackle 
disadvantage that other policy initiatives cannot. In this respect, even if they only have small 
impacts, it does not mean that these impacts are not worth having. (Kerr et al 2014: 15-16). 

 
Within that context Kerr and her colleagues draw a number of lessons from their two case studies of 
ABIs in education: the need for an analysis of local dynamics, a theory of change, and a detailed 
implementation plan. They also note that ‘It is particularly significant that neither initiative had 
developed effective strategies for including residents in their target areas in governance 
arrangements’ (p106). The issue of participation in governance is the theme of the next section. 
 
Why a Children’s Zone? The argument for democratic civic rights 
 
In addition to the rationale for a participatory Children’s Zone approach based on educational 
effectiveness I want to offer a second argument, based on democratic civic rights. I begin with Nancy 
Fraser on recognition.  
 

The second kind of injustice is cultural or symbolic. It is rooted in social patterns of 
representation, interpretation, and communication. Examples include cultural domination 
(being subjected to patterns of interpretation and communication that are associated with 
another culture and are alien and/or hostile to one’s own); nonrecognition (being rendered 
invisible via the authoritative representational, communicative, and interpretative practices 
of one’s culture); and disrespect (being routinely maligned or disparaged in stereotypic 
public cultural representations and/or in everyday life interactions). (Fraser 1995: 71)  

 
This has of course a particular resonance for the Muslim community in the Trojan Horse affair. More 
generally and in terms of my argument it provides a rationale for the role of the local community in 
Children’s Zones in addition to the argument based on educational effectiveness. My argument is 
that the two rationales are mutually constitutive. It also extends the case for a democratic Children’s 
Zone approach to all areas, not limited to those of social disadvantage.  
 
Ranson and Crouch (2009) develop the civic democracy argument as follows: 
 

Public goods and public decisions acquire legitimacy when they are based on collective, 
public agreement and are accountable to the public. Because public goods require public 
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consent, it is rational to develop institutional arrangements and establish practices of 
participation and deliberation that enable learning about the expressed needs and wishes of 
families and communities. The judgement of the people is regarded as an essential and 
valued contribution to the process of deliberation and public choices to be made. The mode 
of rationality proposes that when governance is responsive to the voice of people from a 
locality, taking into account their expressed needs, they are likely to feel engaged and to 
participate in the life of the school or the community. Governance, so the rationale would 
have it, is more likely to succeed in its purposes when it includes and deliberates with, rather 
than subordinates, its public. The cultural code of public governance is thus accountable 
participation and practice. (Ranson and Crouch 2009: 50) 

 
We can situate the argument for participatory civic democracy in the local school system in the 
wider context of the emergence of local democracy as a theme of the 1997-2010 Labour 
government. There is a voluminous literature on the changing role of local authorities from 
government to governance, from service provider to the enabler and broker of provision, 
accompanied by a policy discourse of local democratic participation which was embodied in policies 
such as the National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal. Andrews and Turner (2006) make the 
following case for citizen-centred democracy. 
  

The concept of citizen-centred democracy is linked to the notion of ‘citizen governance’, 
wherein councils and local communities work in partnership at a neighbourhood level (Smith 
& Sullivan, 2003). It is also tied to processes of deliberative democracy, which seek to ensure 
that the public interest is the foundation for political decision-making (e.g. Elster, 1997). At a 
local level, this implies bottom-up structures of participation, and supporting the capacity 
for collective decision-making and action within an area. Institutional involvement in 
strategies to encourage and enable citizens to contribute individually and collectively to local 
decisions is consequently an integral feature of a citizen-centred democracy. 
 
Proposals for citizen-centred decision-making are associated with the rise of citizenship 
discourse during the 1990s. During that time, a wide range of proposals for encouraging 
more community engagement was tabled by politicians and observers of all political hues. In 
particular, communitarians (e.g. Tam 1998) argued that the public good could be furthered 
through individual and collective engagement with public institutions beginning from a local 
level. To prevent politics becoming dominated by individual interest or becoming detached 
from local communities, local authorities should promote and support the civic values 
inherent in the development of a common good. Recent research has shown that this can be 
accomplished through consultation, educational (end 386) activities and participation in 
decision-making (Andrews et al., 2006). These initiatives are essential if local democracy is to 
reflect and shape increased levels of social inclusion and community development. It also 
indicates that local institutions are key to delivering democratic renewal. (pp386-7) 
 
A citizen-centred democracy is distinguished from consumer democracy because local 
people would be given the opportunity to act individually and collectively for the public 
interest. Within such a democracy, involvement in decision-making would extend beyond 
stakeholding, by supporting community groups and organizations, and the active expression 
of political views. […] The citizen-centred model of democracy will not eradicate tensions 
between different social groups or public services and local citizens, but it offers the hope 
that these can be managed in an equitable and effective manner. (p387) 

 
One current expression of the case for participative democracy in local government is the Local 
Government Innovation Taskforce (2014) report on People-Powered public services.  
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… we need a culture of people-powered public services that puts power in the hands of 
people and disperses it within communities. Devolution will be central to achieving this and 
core to a Labour government’s reform agenda in the next parliament. (p4) 
 
People need to be involved not as passive consumers of provision, but as active citizens, 
shaping and influencing public services to meet their needs. (p9) 
 
…it will mean more outward facing institutions of local government, less focussed on 
internal procedure and more focussed on engaging residents in a more active, participative 
local democracy. (p30) 

 
Educational Area-Based Initiatives (ABIs)  
 
There is a history of area-based initiatives in education to raise standards in areas of social 
disadvantage: Educational Priority Areas in the 1960s and 70s, Education Action Zones in the 1990s, 
Excellence in Cities and City Challenge in the 2000s. There were also a number of initiatives under 
New Labour, such as the Extended Schools programme, which had a community orientation. None 
of these entailed community participation in education governance, with one exception. The decision-
making body of an EAZ, the Action Forum, was supposed to comprise the various ‘stakeholders’ in 
the partnership, including representatives of the schools, parents, other state agencies, and local 
community organisations. But the evidence was that they were dominated by the schools. (I can 
speak from personal experience: I was a member of the team that carried out a one-year qualitative 
study of the two Birmingham Education Action Zones in 1990-2000, in Aston/Nechells and Kitts 
Green/Shard End, led by Stewart Ranson, then of Birmingham University. See Rikowski et al 2000.)  
The pattern was of domination by school agendas and the marginalisation even of other agencies, 
let alone community voices. Ranson carried out a further evaluation of ten EAZs and found only one 
example of the EAZ Forum enabling all the partners to have a voice in regenerating education in the 
zone.  
 

For another zone (M.EAZ) the challenge was more than constituting the forum as an 
expression of the partnership but one of constituting community governance of the zone 
enabling the community to participate in the governance of the areas within which it lives 
and works. The perspective of this EAZ reflected their response to the perceived anger in the 
community but it also reflected a developing philosophy of public participation as the 
necessary value and purpose of a new local democracy. (Ranson 1999: 47) 

 
There is one Labour government education initiative, though a policy for pre-school provision, not 
school, and on a much smaller scale that EAZs or Children’s Zones, which did provide evidence of the 
potential of community participation in governance: Sure Start. As Bagley and Ackerley (2006: 721) 
point out, ‘the Sure Start Service Delivery Agreement required ‘All … programmes to have parent 
representation on the local programme board’ (Sure Start 2000, p. 2), however the degree of 
representation is left to the discretion of individual programmes.’ They describe one Sure Start 
programme where this was a reality. 

 
As the following quote from the Mazebrook programme manager summarizes: I’m 
committed to parents having a real voice and a real part to decision-making in children’s 
lives and I actually do think that in 10 years time it will have made a difference, if you listen 
and develop and shape your plan to what local people think. (Programme Manager) (Bagley 
and Ackerley 2006: 723) 
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In keeping with this position local parents were found to be involved in all aspects of the 
design and implementation of the programme, with a substantial number involved from the 
outset in the drawing up of the local delivery plan which was subsequently sent to the 
Government in order to achieve the required funding. Thus the programme was actively 
shaped to meet the needs of the community, rather than being imposed on them as a 
solution determined by ‘professionals’. (p724) 
 
Moreover, parents were actively encouraged to become members of the Partnership Board, 
the lead decision-making body for Sure Start in the community. Consequently, in drawing up 
the terms of reference for the Partnership Board, it was agreed for it to be made up of 22 
elected members, of which 13 were to be Sure Start Parents. Furthermore, the role of 
Chairperson and Vice Chairperson was to be held by parents, providing them with the 
‘majority’ voice and ultimate decision-making power (see Arnstein, 1969). (p726) 

 
Kerr et al (2014) include two case studies of current education ABIs, but neither involve the local 
community in governance. One is dominated by a headteacher, the other by the LA.  

 
It is particularly significant that neither initiative had developed effective strategies for 
including residents in their target areas in governance arrangements, not least, perhaps, 
because whatever the strategy, there was still an assumption (whether tacit or explicit) that 
families and community cultures were part of a problem that required professional 
intervention. (pp106-7). 

 
They exemplify the distinction between the incorporation of community knowledge and views and 
the empowerment of communities. (For an example of the former from the perspective of school 
leadership discourse see Riley 2013.) 
 
Local community participation in education is not part of the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition 
government’s localism agenda, which promotes the autonomy of schools from local authorities without 

proposing alternative forms of local democracy in the school system. However, there are is one very 
significant recent development in local school systems which is favourable to the future creation of 
Children’s Zones, and that is the spread of collaborative networks of schools. There is little evidence 
that they include community involvement (Hatcher 2011) except in the small minority of cases 
where there a joint governance structure, as in federations and trusts, which will include parent and 
community governors, and multi-school Co-operative Trusts which share a common stakeholder 
forum involving parents and other community members across the group of schools. But the 
significance for the future development of Children’s Zones of the spread of local school networks is 
that they are a move in the direction of the unit of educational provision becoming the local group 
of schools, not just the individual school. 
 
Problems of participation 
 
First, do people want to participate in governance? The research evidence is that they do if they 
think it will make a difference: 
 

… according to an Ipsos MORI report ‘Almost six in ten of the public (58%) say they want to 
be actively involved in decisions shaping public services through, for example, activities like 
deciding spending priorities. They favour the idea of more public control and greater active 
involvement in service design and delivery.’ (What do people want, need and expect from 
public services? (2010: 32).  
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Second, up to now I have used the term ‘community’ as a blanket term without acknowledging its 
highly problematic nature. Here I can only make several brief points. 
 
‘Communities of place’, defined by geography, are not homogenous entities: on the contrary, they 
are thoroughly heterogenous in terms of class, gender, ethnicity, religion, politics, personal 
circumstances, needs, aspirations, purposes and views. And ‘communities of identity’ and 
‘communities of interest’, whether defined by culture, politics, religion or any other criteria, are also 
likely to be internally socially differentiated.  Relations within a ‘community of place’ between 
different ‘communities of identity’ or ‘communities of interest’ may well range from compatibility to 
conflict from issue to issue.  
 
Relations between communities, or sections of them, and the local authority, and between schools 
and the local authority, are fraught with contradictions, particularly in a context where the local 
authority is the relay both of unpopular government education policies and of huge government cuts 
in local authority service budgets. 
 
There is a ‘faulty assumption common in the participation literature, namely that grassroots 
involvement is always progressive.’ (Silver et al 2010: 454), even by those communities themselves 
subject to oppression.  A recent case in point in Birmingham is the events at Welford primary school, 
one of the so-called Trojan Horse schools, on 3 October. According to a BBC report (BBC 2014a), as a 
result of the findings of the Clarke report Welford has introduced a programme challenging 
homophobia. A meeting was arranged to explain it to parents and about 100 parents attended. They 
voiced their objections forcefully and confronted the headteacher, who had to be escorted from the 
building by police for his own safety. A Birmingham City Council spokesperson said ‘We are 
concerned that parents are objecting to elements of the equalities and diversity agenda which forms 
part of the... curriculum. It is not acceptable for parents to pick and choose between aspects of this 
agenda.’ (For a recent report of tension between another school and the local authority see ‘Trojan 
Horse school ‘mistrusts’ Birmingham City Council’, BBC News 10 October: BBC 2014b.) 
 
Silver et al (2010) offer the following critical analysis of problems of participation: 
 

Grassroots participation of ‘ordinary’ citizens is not necessarily inclusive, empowering or 
egalitarian. First, public–private partnerships, community consultation and other forms of 
citizen participation encouraged from above typically include only selected organizations or 
interests. The representativeness and accountability of civil society associations who 
claim to mediate access of excluded and poor populations to the state is rarely 
contested (Houtzager and Gurza Lavalle, 2009). States use participatory forums to 
offload public responsibilities, defuse protest, co-opt opponents, impose social control 
and mobilize communities behind a neoliberal agenda. Often, citizen participation is 
not directed toward social justice at all, but rather ratifies and even carries out 
decisions that favour capital. It is a mode of ‘governmentality’ reproducing state power 
in new spaces, but also allowing active subjects to influence government (Dean 1999; 
Morison, 2000). Second, participation is not synonymous with empowerment. Voicing 
one’s point of view does not mean that one will carry the day. Power inequalities 
between participants remain. Third, the results of inclusive, empowered citizen 
participation are not necessarily egalitarian. […] Under some circumstances, 
increased participation can reinforce rather than reduce inequalities between social 
groups. Self-selection in voluntary participation results in homogeneous groups 
‘skewed toward the upper range of education and socioeconomic status’ and excludes 
the disadvantaged through practical barriers of time, money, culture and information 
(Perrin and McFarland, 2008: 1234). (p455) 



11 
 

 
A similar set of potential problems are acknowledged by Fung and Wright (2003), leading advocates 
of empowered participatory governance.  Clearly this raises fundamental questions about the 
character of the new participatory partnership that lies at the heart of the case for Children’s Zones 
which I have been making. Does it base itself on a consensual model of deliberative democracy, as 
advocated by Ranson (2011), or does it accept that conflict is inherent in participation (Eizaguirre et 
al 2012)?  
 

…the critics themselves differ between those seeking efficient problem solving through 
deliberation, reasoning, partnership and consensus over the public good, and those who 
maintain that democracy is about political contestation, inevitable inequalities, clashes of 
interest and bargaining to reach compromises. These debates have often been framed in 
terms of a — perhaps over-simplified — opposition between two major thinkers: Jürgen 
Habermas and Michel Foucault. These names serve as shorthand for a set of oppositions. 
‘Habermas’ stands for consensus, rational deliberation and the bracketing-off of power in 
the name of attaining a discursive formation of the collective will. ‘Foucault’ stands for the 
ubiquity of conflict, power inequalities and their constitutive, indeed creative, nature. (Silver 
et al 2010: 457) 

 
Many critics have commented on the discrepancy between the claims for participatory democracy 

made in both academic and policy texts and the reality, evidenced by research, of participation being 

dominated by local or national government agendas. For example, according to the authors of 

Power, Participation and Political Renewal, ‘research suggests that institutional resistance effectively 

limits any meaningful exchange taking place between the public and relevant government bodies, 

and ultimately prevents any wholesale transformation of local outcomes’; ‘initiatives that start out 

with good intentions […] often end up as a process in which participants become captured in 

governmental fields of power.’ (Barnes et al 2007: 185. See also Davies 2011 and Hatcher 2012). But 

Harvey makes the counter-case: 

… the ‘principle of community’ is not a bourgeois invention. It has also its authentic working-
class counterpart as a defensive and even offensive weapon in class struggle. The conditions 
of life in the community are of great import to the working class and they can therefore 
become a focus of struggle which can assume a certain relative autonomy from that waged 
in the factory. The institutions of community can be captured and put to work for working-
class ends.  
 
The principle of community can then become a springboard for class action rather than an 
antidote to class struggle. Indeed, we can argue that the definition of community as well as 
the command of its institutions is one of the stakes in class struggle in capitalist society. 
(Harvey 1978: 128) 

 
That it is why it is essential that community participation is complemented by independent 

community self-organisation and activity. ‘Empirical studies have shown that participation in 

officially sanctioned deliberative forums is more effective where participants are also engaged in 

autonomous action’ (Barnes 2009: 38). 

What conclusion can we draw from these different points? I think it is possible to produce a 
synthesis that is workable in practice. It is true that Children’s Zones cannot rely on a consensual 
Habermasian model of deliberative democracy. They have to accept that conflict is inherent in 
participation. It will often be necessary for the community to mobilise pressure against attempts by 
schools or the local authority to exclude the community’s legitimate participation, or to use 
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participation to integrate the community into neoliberal education and austerity policies. It may also 
be necessary on occasion to oppose retrogressive community demands which conflict with the 
universal values of equality and social justice which underpin the school system, as in the case of the 
Welford primary school incident. But there are three factors which act in favour of positive 
collaboration. One is that all the partners share a great deal of common ground in the educational 
policies, practices and outcomes that they desire for children and young people. There is much more 
that unites them than divides them. Second, much of the work of a Children’s Zone in mobilising the 
resources and assets in the community and of the community to support education is largely 
uncontroversial. And third, all the lead partners need and want to collaborate: the schools and the 
local authority need community support to be effective, and the community wants to be involved 
with its children’s education. There will be conflicts both within the partnership and outside it, some 
of them systemic, but it is possible, through the experience over time of developing working 
practices which draw on the norms of deliberative democracy, to ensure that they don’t prevent the 
partnership achieving the positive outcomes it is capable of.  
 
The education policies of a Labour government: opportunities for a Children’s Zone approach?  
 
Are there any indications that if a Labour government were elected in 2015 it would be positively 
disposed towards local popular participation in education decision-making? In April 2014 the Labour 
Party (2014a) published a Review of education structures, functions and the raising of standards for 
all: Putting students and parents first, commonly known as the Blunkett Review. In two places the 
Review advocates local community engagement in policy-making: 
 

Instead of believing that we have to do our ‘politics’ from the top-down, we can engage 
people in making a difference themselves in their immediate connection with decision-
taking.  
 
… genuine engagement is part of a movement for change, embracing parents and family 
members, the wider community and representing (not just themselves but wider interests) 
governors and trust members (p43) 

 
The only specific proposal for putting this into practice is a local ‘Education Panel’. This would 
include representation from schools in the area, parents and Local Authority representatives, who 
would work ‘on the development of a long-term strategic plan for education’ (p25). The Panel would 
be on a much larger scale than a Children’s Zone, and the word ‘community’ has disappeared, but 
the proposal could perhaps be used to legitimise the concept of strategic community participation. 
However, the Education and Children policy document adopted in September 2014 at the final 
Labour Party conference before the general election in 2015 (The Labour Party 2014b) features the 
Blunkett Review but omits any mention of local Education Panels. Perhaps popular and professional 
pressure could reinstate the idea on Labour’s agenda? 
 
The city council’s action plan for education after Trojan Horse 
 
The local authority’s current education agenda is dominated by the consequences of the Trojan 
Horse affair, and specifically by the requirement to produce, in conjunction with Sir Mike Tomlinson, 
the government-appointed Education Commissioner for Birmingham, a detailed and comprehensive 
action plan in response to the recommendations of the various reports which will satisfy the 
secretary of state. A 42-page draft action plan was presented by the city council to headteachers on 
20 October. There isn’t space to comment on it in any detail here.  I will focus on the issue that is 
central to the concerns of this paper: the role of parents and community. What is striking about the 
action plan is that the words ‘parents’ and ‘community’ scarcely appear in it. Occasional mentions 
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are made of other ‘partners’ and ‘stakeholders’, but who they are is not specified. So the plan is that 
the vision and all the key developments of it – safeguarding, school governance, local authority 
leadership, school improvement, curriculum etc – will all proceed without the involvement of 
parents and communities. It is essentially a top-down command and control by experts model, the 
experts being headteachers and local authority officers. 
 
The most charitable explanation would be that the action plan is designed to gain the approval of 
the secretary of state and that it has therefore kept narrowly to the agenda set largely by Ofsted, 
Clarke and Kershaw and omitted anything which might be seen as controversial. A less generous 
interpretation would be that the action plan represents a complete capitulation to the narrative that 
represents Muslims as a permanent potential threat to the school system. (The action plan covers 
the whole city but clearly the decisive criterion, at least for the DfE, will be how adequate they 
regard it to address the Trojan Horse issues.) 
 
Taken on its own this would indicate that prospects for a Children’s Zone approach were bleak if not 
non-existent. However, I want to argue that the direction in which the overall policy agenda of the 
council is moving is in direct contradiction with the action plan, and offers opportunities for 
integrating a Children’s Zone approach in education into it. 
 
The Labour council and local democracy in Birmingham: opportunities for a Children’s Zone 
approach? 
 
There is a tradition in Birmingham of popular participation in governance at the sub-local level.  
According to Barnes et al (2008: 13) ‘There has been widespread experimentation with new forms of 
citizen-centred governance’ in the past twenty years, ‘supplementing representative local 
democracy with an element of (but not dominance by) participatory democracy.’ (Davis and Daly 
2004: 184-5). They note that ‘citizens and users are involved in some of the decision-making  
boards. For example, one NDC in Birmingham has 32 board members, including twelve elected 
residents and eleven community partners.’ Griggs and Roberts note the spread of neighbourhood-
based initiatives:  
 

In Birmingham, following a council-led review of community engagement in 2007, another 
round of restructuring of the institutions of devolved governance in the city had mapped out 
25 ‘priority neighbourhoods’ across the city, of which 13 had been selected for more 
‘intensive’ interventions (Coulson and Sullivan 2000, Coulson and Smith 2007). (2012: 186) 

 
Birmingham city council today is developing its policies on devolution and local democracy.  A 
principal theme of Albert Bore’s Leader’s Policy Statement, 1 July 2014 (BCC 2014c) was ‘A 
Democratic City’: 
  

To enable residents and communities to have a bigger say and take control we will seek to 
build the support necessary to make this happen for real. (p23) 
  
…we will commit to devolving more power within the city, to support greater community 
leadership, democracy and flexibility in our local neighbourhoods. (p24) 

 
These aspirations are spelled out in much more detail in ‘Transforming Place: Working together for 
better neighbourhoods’, approved by Cabinet on 17 March (BCC 2014d). Its focus is on empowering 
neighbourhoods as communities of place. It proposes that  
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Community engagement in shaping services and their environment, and in developing local 
solutions to local problems, works well at a neighbourhood level. It therefore makes sense 
to adopt a neighbourhood approach across all neighbourhoods in Birmingham. (p12) 

  
The public, private and community sectors will need to work more closely together to 
develop and deliver services and initiatives that improve neighbourhoods. They will need to 
‘co‐design’ and ‘co-produce’ local solutions to local problems. (p13) 

 
This theme is echoed in It Takes a City to Raise a Child, a report published in October 2014 by the 
Birmingham Commission for Children, which was established by the city council in June 2014.  
 

We have interpreted a democratic Birmingham as one in which every person gets to have a 
say in the decisions that matter to them, and is helped to overcome the barriers to 
participating in society and the democratic process. We have also interpreted a democratic 
Birmingham as one where communities, neighbourhoods and districts determine their local 
priorities, and where the whole resources of the community, neighbourhood and districts 
are galvanised in support of these priorities. (Birmingham Commission for Children 2014: 23) 

  
In September 2014 the Council launched a Community Governance Review (BCC 2014e) of existing 
local governance arrangements, with a Democracy Convention on 28 October 2014 which will 
address the following questions: What is the future of democracy in Birmingham? How can citizens 
shape the future of their communities and their city? Where are the opportunities for greater 
devolution? It promises to ‘explore new revolutionary ideas about localism.’ (The most recent report 
on the council’s policy is the Engagement for Action Framework Update, presented to the District & 
Public Engagement Scrutiny Committee on 20 October: BCC 2014f.) 
 
These latest devolutionary policies and initiatives don’t make any mention of the school system. lt 
can be argued that the local state needs community participation in order to manage the 
implementation of its austerity programme of drastic cuts in public services, but this doesn’t apply to 
the school system which is funded in effect largely directly by central government and doesn’t 
require management by the local authority. However, these developments are significant for 
education because they open up the opportunity to argue for the integration of the schools into 
place-based participatory neighbourhood policies.  
 
In doing so it can take advantage of two further place-based developments in education in the city. 
One is the establishment in November 2013 of the city-wide Birmingham Education Partnership of 
schools, both maintained and academies, for mutual support. The governance of the BEP is 
structured on a constituency basis, partly in recognition of pressure from Ofsted which analyses 
school performance data on a ward basis and has recently criticised Birmingham for having too 
many wards with no good or outstanding schools (Hatcher 2014).  
 
The second new development is the Council’s decision to establish a coordinator in each 
constituency ‘who will work with school leaders and community organisations to build ownership 
and consensus on issues and help shape collaborative solutions.’ (BCC 2014g). This proposal is 
repeated in the council’s action plan in response to Trojan Horse (BCC 2014a). Further support 
comes from the Birmingham Commission for Children, which was established by the city council in 
June 2014. Its report It Takes a City to Raise a Child, published in October, recommends that the 
council should ‘Embed children and young people’s voice into decision-making through the council’s 
10 district structure.’ (p6). By the same principle the district structures should be opened up to 
direct participation by citizens, rather than comprising exclusively councillors. This opens up the 
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opportunity for Children’s Zones to be organically related to the democratised structures of local 
government. 
 
It can be argued that these statements by the council are just rhetoric, or more likely an exercise in 
governmentality designed to persuade communities to take responsibility for cuts in services. They 
may be that, but they also offer an opportunity to mobilise support for local democratic reforms and 
to build an education dimension, in the form of a Children’s Zone approach, into them. It is an 
opportunity worth seizing; and to those who remain unconvinced I have one question: what is your 
alternative to leaving the community marginalised or excluded from the decisions which shape its 
children’s education? 
 
Contact: Richard.Hatcher@bcu.ac.uk 
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