Family learning and the socio-spatial practice of ‘supportive’ power 
Abstract
Family learning has been an important mode of education deployed by governments in the UK over the past 20 years, and is positioned at the nexus of various social policy areas whose focus stretch beyond education. Drawing on qualitative research exploring mothers’ participation in seven different family learning programmes across  West London, this paper looks at how this type of education is mobilised; that is, how mothers are ‘encouraged’ to participate and benefit from this type of programme. Framed by a neoliberal policy climate and Foucauldian writings on governmentality and surveillance, we explore how participating mothers are carefully ‘targeted’ for this type of learning through their children and through school/ nursery spaces, and how programmes themselves then operate as a supportive social space aimed at facilitating social networks, friendship and personal development linked to positions of gender, ethnicity, class and migrant status. It is the socio-spatial workings of ‘supportive’ power and power relations that enable family learning to be mobilised that ensures its popularity as a social policy initiative.  
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Introduction

Family learning has been an important mode of education deployed by governments in the UK over the past 20 years. At its simplest, family learning refers to formal programmes – often run in schools and nurseries – that aim to engage parents in tackling educational under-achievement (DfES, 2003), encourage family members to learn together, and lead adults and children to pursue further learning (Learning and Skills Council (LSC)
, 2002). It is comprised of two strands: Family Learning Literacy, Language and Numeracy (FLLN) and Wider Family Learning. The former has been linked closely to the previous Government’s Skills for Life (DfEE, 2001) strategy and the current Government’s Skills Investment Strategy (BIS, 2010), and is targeted at parents and children with basic skills needs. The latter, although it may contain elements of FLLN, has been linked to widening participation, community capacity-building and neighbourhood renewal and regeneration. Family learning is therefore positioned at the nexus of a number of social policy areas whose focus go beyond education.  
Although family type and composition vary, it is mainly mothers who participate in family learning programmes, often as a first step into education after a period of childcare. Moreover, training providers view family learning as a springboard for further learning (Buckingham et al, 2004 and 2005) and eventual paid employment. This paper presents findings from a year-long research project exploring meanings of work, learning and motherhood in family learning. By focusing on words from the providers and tutors of, and the mothers engaging in, a range of family learning programmes in West London, this paper looks at how this type of education is mobilised; that is, how mothers are ‘encouraged’ to participate and benefit from this type of programme. 
While mothers’ experiences of both their own and their children’s education are no longer ‘invisible’ in sociological and wider social science literature as they were some 20 years ago (see David et al, 1993), the example of family learning can tell us much about contemporary constructions of motherhood in relation to education. In particular, what we do here is argue that the process of garnering mothers’ participation in family learning involves their careful ‘targeting’ through their children and through school and nursery spaces. Family learning programmes themselves then operate as a supportive social space aimed at facilitating social networks, friendship and personal development based on a particular reading of motherhood. It is the socio-spatial workings of ‘supportive’ power, that is the organisation of space and the social relationships of power that are produced through this, that is the focus here and which we argue enable family learning to be effectively mobilised. 
In the academic literature, named family learning programmes have been interpreted in different ways. For example, Prins et al (2009) articulate their empowering impacts, especially in helping women in poverty to receive social support which in turn enhances their psychosocial well-being. In contrast, more critical evaluations by Pitt (2002), Sparks (2001), Tett (2001) and Smythe and Isserlis (2004) relay the more coercive and regulatory dimensions of family learning for variously troubling the role and place of parents/ mothers in contemporary society. Both these readings are supported by empirical data from our own research. Indeed, both readings are important and have their place. As Vincent and Warren (1998: 191) point out in relation to a broader parent education group, such learning is neither wholly ‘oppressive’ nor ‘liberating’ and instead, “it is only by recognising and holding these opposing readings in tension, that an analysis can be formed which appreciates both its strengths and weaknesses”. Following this, what we argue is that these two existing evaluations of family learning be better understood in relation to one another. We do this here by focusing on the socio-spatial practice of power implicit in family learning and how power is configured in a ‘supportive’ way that trades on friendly relations to encourage mothers to participate. 
The paper starts by discussing family learning more broadly, stressing its cross-cutting social policy dimensions and the role of parents, and particularly mothers, in contemporary policy discourse. The pervasiveness of this discourse is then more fully explored with reference to a neoliberal working of educational initiatives and the concept of governmental power. But stressing that this is a necessarily local and embodied practice of power, we then draw on Foucault’s earlier writings on surveillance for a better understanding the operation of power relations on the ground. The project from which our findings come is then outlined before discussing the socio-spatial practice of power in the family learning context. 
Contextualising family learning 

Though the boundaries between family and state have long been debated, it was arguably the recent UK Labour Government (1997-2010) that legitimized the most direct and far reaching role for the state in regard to family and parenting (Daly, 2010). With both pushed to the forefront of various policy initiatives, Fairclough (2000) suggests that the traditionally private sphere of the family has now been repositioned as a thoroughly public space. In particular, parenting has been subject to evermore sustained and broadening policy intervention (Gillies, 2005), whether through explicit classes aimed at ‘improving’ parenting skills (Vincent and Warren, 1998) or enhancing home-school relations with parents as ‘active partners’ in their children’s education (Crozier, 1998; Cullingford and Morrison, 1999; Gerwirtz, 2000; McNamara et al, 2000; O’Brien, 2007; Reay, 1995). More especially, successive UK governments have increasingly ‘regulated’ parents/ mothers to ensure they take responsibility for their families and produce responsible future citizens (Lister, 2006). Much of the research in this area, by taking a Bourdieuian approach and drawing on theories of social and cultural capital, has demonstrated that understandings of parenting and family are premised on middle class norms and habitus. Yet, in spite of this, this is regulatory focus is being continued and indeed re-asserted by the current coalition government. 
It is within this context that a broad range of programmes termed ‘family learning’ emerged. In 2001, the government Green Paper The Learning Age described family learning as “a vital means of improving adult literacy and numeracy” but noted that “it also fosters greater involvement between children, their parents and their communities at all levels” (DfEE, 2001: 31). With this pretext, participation in family learning has been aimed at encouraging parents to partake in their own children’s learning and develop their parenting skills whilst encouraging their own personal development and economic and social futures. 

At the same time, the role of parenting in engendering a culture of learning has been central to policies such as Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003). In West London, where this research was conducted, the former local LSC stressed parental influence in shaping future trajectories:

“Parents are our most influential and enduring educator, for good or ill. How we bring up children shapes the future: nurturing positive learning within families is one of the most important tasks in education today”. (London West LSC 2005: 5)

What goes on at home in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ is considered to have “a significant positive effect on children’s achievement and adjustment” (Desforges & Abouchar, 2003). As Gerwirtz (2001: 369) notes, ‘good’ parents are those who are deeply embedded in their children’s education through their everyday activities. Indeed, the intergenerational legacy of educational achievement, marshalled through a discourse of social mobility, is intrinsic to UK government policy (Brown, 2008; HM Government, 2009 and 2011). 

Further education is considered vital to achieving the twin goals of social inclusion and economic prosperity (DfES 2002), and lifelong learning has been promoted to ensure people have the skills and education to respond to the modern labour market. Indeed, successive governments have attempted to combat family poverty and social exclusion through tackling worklessness (DfEE, 1999) with paid work considered the best way to avoid poverty and social exclusion. The Skills for Life policy (DfEE 2001) and now the Skills Investment Strategy (BIS 2010) have driven this, emphasising the costs to the individual, but also to society, of poor numeracy and literacy, linking improving literacy and numeracy levels with economic participation. 

Crucially, parents are seen as the guardians of their children’s learning as well as potential economic participants in the global economy, and family learning is being used to promote both. This has important implications for parents’ place and role in society and their children’s lives, especially for mothers who are the main participants in family learning, as indicated by a family learning provider in our research: 

I think that even the more general ones and even the FLNN courses can really benefit the family life in general and help women perhaps see their role in a different way. They start to see; ‘oh, I’m not just a mother, I can do different things, perhaps I can go into learning again, perhaps I can think about working, so I think it does change their perception of themselves. (Provider 1) 
Moreover, family learning can be seen as a targeted form of social policy – deployed in more deprived areas and with a focus on families that are constructed as outside of the ‘mainstream’ – which in part this paper critically articulates with attention paid not only to gender but to class, ethnicity and migrant status. As Gillies (2005) argues, while policy has emphasised the need for all parents to have access to support, advice and guidance, in practice the emphasis is placed on bringing ‘marginalised’ parents into the ‘mainstream’ and family learning has been one means of attempting this. 

While strongly supported by the previous Labour Government, the current coalition has committed itself to protecting family learning programmes in light of stringent public spending cuts. In spite of a pledge to reduce the further education budget by 25% over the period of the spending review (up to 2014-15), the Department of Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) Adult Safeguarded Learning (ASL) budget, which funds FLLN and wider family learning, has been secured (BIS 2010):

“BIS and the Skills Funding Agency are now working with a range of stakeholders to reform and reinvigorate informal adult education and community learning so that it helps build the Big Society, motivates disadvantaged groups and creates progression pathways towards wider learning” (Skills Funding Agency, 2011:2) 

Tied directly to its Big Society agenda, the Government is keen to be seen to embrace activities supporting the development of individuals, families and communities at the local level (BIS, 2010). 

Despite efforts to include more fathers in family learning programmes, it is still dominated by women and particularly by mothers. Motherhood is acknowledged as a crucial defining aspect of many women’s lives and identities yet, at the same time, it carries a number of (often problematic) normative prescriptions (Gregson, 1999; Holloway, 1998). Though the role and place of ‘mother’ in relation to the family are contested (Walby, 1990; Aitken, 1999), a normative maternal discourse still constructs mothers in relation to their children and prescribes them as the main carers and educators of them. The overwhelming number of women compared to men who participate in family learning demonstrates the continued and extensive gendered division of labour operating in the home and through families, especially in relation to educational work (Griffiths and Smith, 1991) and point to education as a means through which more traditional familial arrangements and expectations are reproduced (Griffiths and Smith, 1990; Reay, 1995). But with more women expected to (re)enter paid employment after childbirth, society’s understanding of a mother’s role and place has shifted and this extends to an expectation that they should be working for pay as well as caring (Wainwright et al, 2011). The current imperative is that they strive to be ‘good’ mothers and ‘good’ workers (Vincent et al, 2010). This was highlighted in our research in relation to views on the purposes of participation in family learning: 
It’s having an impact on family life, supporting people into employment, allowing carers to then be able to support the people they care for, either their children or others like that to make sure they have a better chance as they go through education … confidence, motivation, you know, all of those sorts of things. (Provider 10)
Contextualising family learning in this way exposes its location at the nexus of production and social reproduction, a location that is not without its problems and contradictions for the mothers involved. This though needs to be understood in relation to the wider power dynamics of family learning and the practice of ‘supportive’ power through which it operates. 
Governmentality, surveillance and ‘supportive’ power 
Educational initiatives, such as family learning, have been rolled out in a neoliberal policy climate that espouses an ethos of responsibility and aspiration (Raco, 2009). With governments’ role to create opportunities, the onus is placed firmly on the individual to “take them up, to aspire to greater things, to develop their own potential, to strive for economic and other benefits for themselves while contributing to the good of society and the economy” (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003: 599). Crucially, this very individualist neoliberal discourse extends outwards for mothers to include responsibility for their families, notably their children; social and economic responsibilities converge round familial duty. The evidence we present in this paper suggests that family learning can be read as a form of neoliberal govermentality that works in a particular embodied and socio-spatial way. Here, we first discuss the usefulness of the concept of governmentality for making sense of the emergence of family learning, but then advocate a reading that looks more closely at the actual workings of power in the practise of family learning, and that harks back to some of Foucault’s earlier thoughts on surveillance. 
Discussing the ‘art of government’, Foucault (1991: 92) reflects on establishing an economy of power at the state level. Requiring the “exercising towards its inhabitants, and the wealth and the behaviour of each and all, a form of surveillance and control as attentive as that of the head of a family over his household and his goods”, it “was never more important…than at the moment when it became necessary to manage a population” (Foucault, 1991: 102; see also Legg, 2005). In uniting self and government – the government of the self by the self and by others – governmentality hinges on the self-regulating individual taking personal responsibility: 
“[G]overning people is not a way to force people to do what the governor wants; it is always a versatile equilibrium, with complementarity and conflicts between techniques which assure coercion and processes through which the self is constructed or modified by himself [sic].” (Foucault, 1993: 204). 

Neoliberal governance entails a shifting of “responsibility for social risks such as illness, unemployment, poverty, etc., and for life in society into the domain for which the individual is responsible” (Lemke, 2001: 201), with a discourse of active and engaged citizenship emerging (Raco, 2009). This transforms it into a problem of self-care and ethical self-governance. Family learning can be seen in this way as a technology of governmentality aimed at encouraging mothers participation in a programme to benefit their own and their children’s learning while steering them towards further learning opportunities and (re)employment for those not already in paid work.
In an article in this journal, Dahlstedt (2009) uses the term ‘parental governmentality’ to better understand the efforts to encourage partnership working between schools and immigrant parents in Sweden. Framed by a ‘bottom up’ public policy agenda, this partnership working is aimed at supporting citizen participation and individual responsibility through the microcosm of school. However, in spite of rhetoric of mutuality, Dahlstedt shows how the terms of the partnership are dictated by one of the partners, the school staff, in shaping the role and involvement of parents in school life and children’s learning. Moreover, this relationship is inflected with hierarchies of race and ethnicity as parental demands are premised on a white middle-class parenting norm. This builds on earlier important research by Crozier (1998) who effectively argues that ‘school-home’ partnerships serve as a means of monitoring parents, a process that has intensified in recent years with an increasingly neoliberalised education system. This she attentively demonstrates by drawing on Foucault’s earlier writings on ‘disciplinary power’ which works to ensure parents learn to be ‘good’ parents (see also Vincent, 1996). 

Both the papers by Dahlstedt and Crozier, and others that focus on school-home relations, provide insightful analyses of the power dynamics implicit in partnership working. But, at the same time, they remain somewhat disembodied, giving no clear sense of how these relationships of power are produced on the ground in and through individuals. To attend to this, we expound the socio-spatiality of surveillance and the inspection of bodies, and the usefulness of Robinson’s concomitant discussion of ‘power as friendship’ (2000) for understanding the ‘supportive’ power used to mobilise family learning.  
According to Foucault (1991: 241), from the eighteenth century onwards, “[a]rchitecture is no longer built simply to be seen, or to observe the external space, but to permit an internal, articulated and detailed control – to render visible those who are inside it”. “[A]n exceedingly visual historian” Foucault saw how “architecture helps ‘visualize’ power in other ways than simply manifesting it. It is not simply a matter of what a building shows “symbolically” or “semiotically”, but also of what it makes visible about us and within us” (Rajchman, 1991). A significant portion of Foucault’s discussion of the classic panoptic gaze and its intrinsic spatiality is devoted to the problem of visibility – of how spaces are designed to make things seen and seeable – and Rajchman coins the term “spaces of constructed visibility” to describe how Foucault became interested in how things were ‘given to be seen’. This is useful when reflecting on the spaces through which parents are targeted for family learning. 
Importantly though, this visibility works between individuals, and it is this embodied dynamic that Robinson (2000) explores through her framing of ‘power as friendship’ and practise of ‘noisy surveillance’ (see also Crossley, 1993). Rather than an invisible gaze that the classic panopticon implies, she argues that power is practised through speaking subjects and moving bodies. Through the example of women housing managers in South Africa in the 1930s, she argues that the techniques of surveillance and management deployed by these women emphasise aspects of surveillance commonly overlooked, that is, procedures grounded in establishing friendships. By walking through tenements, engaging in conversation and offering practical assistance, such friendships worked to assert a seemingly mutuality of manager-tenant relations with tenants both observed and enticed to participate in forms of self-governance. In spite of disparate class locations between managers and tenants, these friendships were forged through a common gender position to nurture and sustain conversation and scrutiny. 
In addition to the nurturing of friendly relations, the geography of this embodied investigative process is key to understanding its effectiveness and we extend these ideas to better understand the mobilisation of family learning and the efforts to ‘recruit’ parents to participate in family learning. Moreover, the practical operation of family learning as a supportive social space is integral to its success. This supportive space enables a subtle transformation of subjects and subject positions and the development of self-regulating aspirational individuals. 
The family learning project

This paper is based on a 12-month study, funded by the British Academy, on the meanings of work, learning and motherhood in family learning, with the broad objective to explore how state policies on (re)employment and (re)training are played out at the local level in West London. By focusing on the role and place of mothers, it sets out to probe meanings of motherhood and family in relation to government lifelong learning and welfare-to-work agendas (see Wainwright and Marandet, 2007). In addition to enabling a more thorough analysis of the objectives, purpose and potential conflicts of family learning, the project was directed to exploring the reasons and expectations mothers have for participating in family learning, the social and spatial experiences and implications of participation, and the extent to which family learning acts as a transformative space through which mothers negotiate and challenge a range of identities. 

The project was carried out in three key stages. Stage 1 consisted of 16 in-depth interviews with key stakeholders, such as Local Education Authority lifelong learning managers, family learning tutors and local training advisors across the West London area. The sample ensured interviews were conducted with those involved with both FLLN and wider family learning provision. The second stage of research involved three focus groups with a total of 33 women engaged in seven different family learning programmes (in wider family learning, including music and movement, arts and crafts and a course called ‘strengthening families and communities’, and family learning language, numeracy and literacy classes) in the London boroughs of Harrow, Brent and Hounslow. Locations for the focus group research were chosen on the advice of stakeholders and agreement of tutors and points to the spatial targeting of family learning policy in areas of high deprivation. Groups were conducted in the respective learning venues of local authority funded nursery, learning centre adjacent to a primary school and community centre and reflect the type of venues used to accommodate these council-funded courses. The sample of mothers was opportunistic and dependent on participant availability and willingness. 
Aligned to the geographical location of family learning classes, of particular significance is the make up of these classes and thus the participants in our research. Participants ranged in age from early 20s to mid 40s and, importantly, only two of the three 33 women were White British. The others were from varied ethnic minority groups with women self identifying as Indian (13), Sri Lankan (2), Black African (8), Black Caribbean (1), Arab (3), Mixed/ other background (2), Other Asian (2). Many of the women explained that they were recent immigrants to the UK, in part a reflection of both the transient West London population and those participating in/ targeted for family learning in this area. To speak of and identify with a particular and explicit class position was difficult for many of these women, but their migrant and ethnic minority statuses point to and were articulated through a perceived lack of ‘knowledge’ on parenting and schooling practices in the UK and this was a key driver in their enthusiasm for and recruitment to family learning classes (as discussed in Wainwright and Marandet, 2011)
From the focus groups one-to-one and paired-depth follow-up interviews were conducted with a sample of 10 focus group participants. These interviews were used to enable more personal and detailed discussions of issues considered and evoked during stage 2. 
Though participants were familiar with the research team by the time of the interviews, paired-depth interviews – whereby participants were interviewed in twos – were offered as a ‘safe space’ in which to discuss issues and experiences (Pratt, 2002). Led by feminist methodological critiques of the research process, we sought to enable participation through, for example, payment of incurred childcare costs and encouraged participant questioning of and involvement in the research and its outcomes. 
In the absence of access to data on the student body, we cannot say how far our interviewees are representative of all those taking family learning courses. Instead, what we offer is insight into the experiences of a group of mothers that make up a large contingent of the student body in this area of learning as confirmed by tutors. In presenting our qualitative data here we use numbers to identify different family learning providers and pseudonyms for those mothers with whom we conducted in-depth interviews. Due to difficulties identifying individual voices, mothers in the focus groups are not separately named.
The exercise of ‘supportive’ power 

‘Friendly’ targeting 
With the governance of urban populations perceived a pressing concern, targeted policy interventions in ‘problem areas’ have been used to meet government social and economic objectives (Raco, 2009; Jones and Evans, 2008). Family learning can be interpreted as a spatially specific policy, based in areas of highest deprivation and neglect, with these prioritised by family learning providers: “we make sure we run courses in these areas and around these areas” (Provider 7). This area-based criterion is further refined to ensure parents from specific ‘problem’ postcodes are targeted and encouraged onto courses, which gives family learning a strong and very specific class, ethnic and migrant profile. It is the targeting of specific parents in these areas that we first reflect on here. 
Family learning is generally run in schools and nurseries which need to ‘bid’ to receive funding to run programmes. This bidding process, as one family learning provider explained, highlights the fundamental precondition of ‘targeting’: 
there is an in-depth bidding process which insist that schools identify who they’re targeting, why they’re targeting that group, how they will monitor that group, how the family learning will be integrated into the whole concept of school improvement, community cohesion, working with the community basically. (Provider 2)
Certain ‘types’ of parents are therefore prioritised for inclusion in family learning programmes. These are variously defined by family learning providers as including “when the adult and/or the child has special needs, or it may be that the school has identified that the child needs to do something different with the parent”; those parents with “English as a second language” (Provider 3), where “the family is a large family and the child or the parents don’t get that much time on their own together” (Provider 7) and where literacy, numeracy and general qualification levels of parents are low. How these parents are actually targeted and encouraged to participate warrants attention and is where the dynamics of inspection come to the fore.    

The key actors in this targeting are classroom teachers and community teachers who are responsible for identifying and persuading parents to join family learning classes. While the work of classroom teachers is well known, that of community teachers is less so. The focus of community teachers’ work depends on local authority initiatives, – relating to central government inclusion policy – and the social needs of a particular geographical area. In relation to family learning, their role is to promote courses within the wider school community and to identify families who would benefit. The work of the community teachers often extends from the initial observations and assessment made by classroom teachers in identifying potential participants to family learning. 
In the first instance, this identification is premised on an inspecting gaze, cast over the bodies and minds of pupils. Schools are widely understood as contemporary disciplinary sites (Barker, 2010 and Pike, 2008) whereby regulation and control are achieved through actual surveillance or the possibility of such. More than this, Foucault (1977: 189) demonstrates how discipline “organizes an analytical space” that makes people objects of information and catches them in a complex network of reporting, recording, writing, and knowledge construction. Schools closely scrutinize pupils at the micro-level as they observe them against norms of ability, attainment and behaviour and then locate them within a network of educational reporting. It is from this observation of pupils and attendant analytical space that judgements on parents are produced, as explained in relation to the role of the classroom teacher in advancing family learning:    
In the schools…the teachers would usually put forward names of the students where they think that the family, or the parent or the carer would benefit, and perhaps specifically encourage or specifically target those parents”. (Provider 3)
Examination “establishes over individuals a visibility through which one differentiates and judges them” (Foucault, 1977: 184). But examining the pupil moves beyond the individual and acts as a means of categorizing parents and constructing knowledge on family life.

From this initial detached observation, letters about family learning are taken home by selected children for the attention of their parents. This initial introduction casts family learning as a means of supporting children in their learning, rather than emphasising parents’ own skills level and qualifications: 
The schools use the children sometimes for them to say ‘oh mummy, the teacher really wants you to come for this talk and it will help me in school’. They do try and push the children’s benefits more than perhaps the adult sometimes although it is made very clear to them that they will be improving their skills as well. I think generally parents think they‘re doing something for their children. (Provider 1)
The explicit aim here is to ‘hook’ parents through their desire to become ‘better’ parents. This can lead to other parent-focused outcomes, including the (re)employment of mothers: We sort of put it as it’s the opportunity ... find out about going on into education, what qualifications you could get, because we signpost onto the adult education centres. (Provider 7).

Significantly, the majority of training providers and tutors speak in a gender neutral language referring to ‘parents’. Closer examination though reveals that it is mainly mothers who are being targeted for family learning. Whether due to the time and labour of social reproduction exercised by mothers in relation to their children’s education (Griffiths and Smith, 1990) or through the lexicon of learning for economic independence, mothers are the immediate targets of family learning. As self-identification with the (fictional) figure of ‘mother’, and the role and responsibilities of ‘mothering’ are central to how many women make sense of their lives, the aspiration to enhance the support given to their children is also the common point of departure for those participating in family learning (Wainwright and Marandet, 2011). 

Crucially though, and as the above quote suggests, this targeting is consolidated through the building up of social relationships; through meeting and talking, and establishing personal rapport. Where ‘there’s a lot of personal contact, those are the most successful drives’ (Provider 2). This is fashioned in different ways, through more formal events such as parents’ evenings but also the staging of informal coffee mornings: 
We have a coffee morning to start with and that sort of weeds out parents whose literacy is already quite high. (Provider 4)
I will sometimes attend, you know, parents evenings or new parents evenings or whatever …. It always helps if the school …that sort of the personal contact with parents. (Provider 5)
While it is teachers who initially identify parents, it is often the community teacher who works to develop personal relationships and encourage participation in family learning:
The schools [when targeting parents] are quite subtle in the way that they do it, they have coffee mornings and social groups and parents and toddlers groups where people can relax and have conversations about things and maybe the community teacher – who’s not viewed in the same way as a classroom teacher – will perhaps join in conversation and pick up on things that people are interested in or their particular needs. … the school would target the community generally and the community teacher would try and involve some persons at a more individual level. (Provider 6)
Again, through these events which are commonly attended by mothers rather than fathers, a strong yet unspoken gender dimension is apparent. A web of inspection and judgement is cast over children and mothers through the space of the school as classroom and community teachers work together to enlist participants for family learning. 
Establishing and maintaining a friendly rapport between school/nursery and mothers is where Robinson’s (2000) notion of noisy surveillance is useful. This is a necessarily embodied process that trades on friendly conversation and informal discourse of motherhood. The above quotes from family learning providers show this to be a carefully judged and subtle process through mixing and mingling with parents and then finding common points of interest. This ensures the ‘right’ parents are encouraged to participate. But it can also be a more fervently embodied process, through the literal pursuing of mothers, as articulated here:  
They say to me: ‘if you hadn’t chased me on the playground, I would never have done that, I would have seen the letter and just not responded to it’. (Provider 7)
The initial inspection of mothers and homelife through their children and their subsequent targeting by school with letters is only successful when followed up with friendly and ‘supportive’ conversation. The inspecting gaze becomes an embodied and corporeally immediate encounter; an encounter that needs to be delicately staged:  

And also without giving them the message that ‘we want you to come on this because obviously think you’re a bad parent’. Because that’s the message they can get from people like us who they perceive as you know, in authority. (Provider 8)
These quotes also points to the potential gaps in this process; targeting is not omnipresent and all encompassing, but partial and incomplete:  If they’re not coming into the school in the first place, which often they’re not, then how do you target them? (Provider 8). This raises dilemmas for community teachers and family learning providers who are left looking for further outreach activities through which to engage and enrol ‘hard-to-reach’ and hence perceived ‘problematic’ and ‘deviating’ parents. 
Creating a ‘supportive’ social space
In addition to the process of carefully targeting mothers, the family learning programmes are carefully crafted to provide a social space where ‘support’ is offered by tutors and extended between participants. The importance of this socialising aspect for (potential) participants is readily recognised by family learning providers:  

For the ones we’re trying to target in particular, they’re often quite isolated in the home with their children and coming into family learning has enabled them to make friends and branch out a bit and generally feel more confident about being part of the community. (Provider 1)
Although Prins et al (2009) rightly reflect on the importance of the social dimensions of family learning, these are considered as an outcome of participation in classes. Though we agree with this, we suggest that these social dimensions be seen as an important strategy through which family learning is effectively mobilised; supportive socialising is actively used by family learning providers to promote participation and retention among mothers, especially those who are recent migrants and with limited support networks of their own, and hence garner particular subject positions. Here we reflect on how this is done and how well it is achieved. 

Tutors are particularly aware of the importance of creating a supportive atmosphere. As this family learning provider observes, making learners comfortable is essential to attendance:  
We always say to the schools when they start their classes, it’s about creating a rapport … there needs to be a rapport between the tutor and the learner. And also in the learners themselves. Once they’ve gelled and bonded they’ll tend to generally come to the classes more. (Provider 9)
Supportive social relationships are a key aspect of marginalised women’s; participation in community-based adult education programmes (Prins et al, 2009). Rapport-building is achieved through the friendly talking and listening between embodied and located individuals. 

Although many of the mothers prior to taking a family learning course recognised one another from dropping their child(ren) off at school or nursery, they explained how they did not socialise with one another: 

Most of us I don’t know why, you drop your child off and you might spend 5 minutes chatting and then you go. That’s the only time you spend … it’s the only opportunity, I mean I’ve seen all of you dropping your kids off, but I don’t think I’d really spoken to any of you before. (Acton, focus group) 

Thus, by trading on the everyday geographies of social reproduction, family learning works to turn passing acknowledgements into sustained friendships. This was considered especially important for and by those who have recently moved to the UK or into a new area, as discussed in two focus groups: 

For us, we are from different countries; we have come to this country without a social circle. (Hounslow, focus group) 

I moved here not long ago so it’s just my son being in a new nursery but I don’t know anyone, I mean I’ve just moved into this area, so I was just going all the way back to Ealing all the time if I want to see anyone you know. It’s really difficult like that. But now I’m sort of meeting people. So I find it better, I’ve got people to talk to. (Acton, focus group) 

Family learning becomes an informal self-help group where “you end up sitting in a class talking about your homelife anyway … they bump ideas off one another” (Provider 11) as “everyone use to tell their problems they’re facing in their families” (Ghazala). For training providers, this is vital in the process of social inclusion: 

Especially for the families who have been very isolated, when they come in to contact with other families and make friends and build up relationships with other people, they can see different ways of being with their children perhaps, sharing problems, seeing that other people have the same sorts of problems, so in that way I think it can be extremely supportive. (Provider 1)
Meeting and socialising with “people in the same boat” (Provider 12) provides a vital tie for mothers and acts as a cohesive force in family learning classes. Importantly, this also hints at learning the ‘right’ and ‘proper’ ways of parenting through expanding cultural knowledge and educational expertise based on the building of social capital premised on the parental and maternal norms espoused by the family learning programmes. 
In the same vein, some women talk about how knowing that they will be learning alongside other mothers gives them confidence and a sense of ‘fitting into’ classes: 

It doesn’t matter if they work, as long as they’re mothers. Even if you’re not as knowledgeable as them, you’re still part of the group. (Acton, focus group)
In this way, family learning can be seen as using ‘technologies of citizenship’ (Cruikshank, 1999) in an attempt to turn an identified target group into a ‘community’. This includes constructing the target group as ‘knowledgeable’ and ‘homogenous’, such as ‘mothers with low literacy’ or ‘isolated mothers’, in order to shape subjectivities that fit in with the government’s idea of community as a site of empowerment. Such subjects, it is hoped, are then more likely to display the appropriate ethical practices characterising ‘good parenthood’ as defined in the education system and by wider social policies. 
How well this is done can be gleaned from the comments of the mothers in our research. As a forum for “making new friends” (Kenton, focus group), the importance of classes was reiterated: 

After coming to classes, I made more friends. And I’m not feeling alone. Because all day, mostly, I pass all the time at home. (Shabnam) 
For the mothers themselves, when discussing their participation in family learning, they spoke about the social opportunities it gave them: “It’s like a social group too” (Kenton, fg). One mother commented that the group “was like a family” (Bharti) for the support and advice it offered her. This too is recognised by training providers as it acts as an important incentive for mothers to return to classes each week:

For some it becomes quite a social thing with other families, with other mums, you get some bonding going on, friendships made, so it can be quite a nice social opportunity for some people. (Provider 6) 
This is so much so that, in a couple of instances, when courses have finished, participants have asked the venue to provide them with a room so that they could continue to meet. This suggests that the learning becomes almost secondary to the new bonds forged between mothers and the process of socialisation that family learning triggers. Family learning becomes a space for integration and belonging to a range of different identities and geographies (Wainwright and Marandet, 2011). 

Crucially, this also speaks to women’s own agency in this regulatory learning process. Though a Foucauldian approach to reading power relations and the spaces through which power operates is often criticised for negating agency or allowing any resistance in favour of constructing ‘dupes’, this is far from the only reading. It is clear from mothers’ own experiences here that family learning is enjoyed and its social dimensions often relished. Indeed, the continuation of these social networks beyond the scope of the family learning programmes can be seen as testament to these mothers reconfiguring the learning process to meet their own ends and for their own purposes (see Wainwright et al, 2011). Here too it is also useful here to return to the direct words of Foucault as he argues that “power ... exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavours to administer, optimise, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive regulation” (1979: 3). Family learning can be seen as a paradoxical space and process that can effectively be interpreted through his productive notion of disciplinary power. Family learning can “both liberate and enslave ... empower and subject” (Ball, 1994: 56) and it is how this is mobilised and sustained through the creation of a supportive social space that is key. 
Conclusion 
As the state has taken a closer interest in the wellbeing of the family over recent years, family learning has been one initiative used to promote social and economic responsibility among parents, providing a particular version of the ‘good’ parent as carer and worker. Though policy uses a gender neutral language of parenthood and figure of the ‘good’ parent, at closer inspection and its grounding in family learning reveal it to be imbued with gendered notions of social reproduction which are further configured along lines of class, ethnicity and migrant status. By focusing on the workings of family learning across West London – the processes through which specific mothers are encouraged to participate in programmes – this paper has argued that it is important to understand how such an educational initiative is mobilised. It is in and through schools and nurseries and their different spaces, and the drawing together of teachers, children and their parents in developing relations with home, that parents, and more particularly mothers, are ‘supported’ into family learning programmes. Indeed, family learning is an example of where schools and nurseries are sites not only of education and childcare respectively, but of increasing intervention in family life. Teachers are now cast as experts on familial relationships and parental/ maternal expectations as children and their parents are caught in a regulatory web of reporting. 
One of the premises of this paper is that state governance, and governing at a distance or governmentality, depends on the forging of relationships with subjects and soliciting their participation in the projects of government. But with a change in governance from state regulation to the creation of empowered, responsible individuals, there is a need to reflect on how this operates. As we have argued in this paper, in relation to programmes such as family learning, this ‘distance’ is achieved through close and supportive relationships. This is an embodied and located process, of initial inspection and examination of parents primarily through their children which is then carefully followed up through a social encounter that trades on points of commonality, interest, and children’s wellbeing. As we have shown, family learning is generally perceived as a positive opportunity for ‘targeted’ mothers, a chance to break the isolation characterising their experiences of motherhood, to exchange stories, ideas and practical tips with others in ‘similar’ situation. As Cruickshank (1999) argues, relationships of empowerment are both voluntary and coercive, simultaneously controlling and liberating. In this way, family learning enables mothers to define themselves as part of a community, an identity which can then be re-worked through involvement in education (be it family learning or progression to further courses) as encompassing ‘proper’ parenthood and moving towards economic participation. While our research has highlighted the benefits of family learning for mother taking part, this paper also shows that this is done through re-working their subjectivities in order to make them compliant with the norms of what characterises suitable motherhood and citizenship. This in turn enables a form of self-government that works towards maintaining current power regimes and which ignores continued structural inequalities based on gender, class, ethnicity and migrant status. As Cruikshank notes (1999: 81), ‘Foucault’s view of power allows us to see that subjectivity and subjection, like citizens and subjects, are never so clearly distinguished in liberal democratic societies’. 
� Learning and Skills Councils were set up by the UK Government in 2001 with responsibility for planning and funding post-16 further education and training (excluding higher education). They were abolished in 2010 and replaced by the Skills Funding Agency and the Young People’s Learning Agency. 
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