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Abstract
To tackle the debate surrounding the tension between knowledge and power in 
online education for adolescents and between freedom and control at large, this 
study examines how disciplinary power was exercised and resisted in a Chinese 
setting of online compulsory education during the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020. 
Overall, 60 participants, including students (from Grade 7 to 12), their parents, and 
teachers joined in our focus groups or individual interviews in a secondary school 
in Xi’an, China. By following Foucault’s concepts of three techniques of discipli-
nary power: hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and examination, we 
identified four themes based on the data: (1) diminished discipline with the dissolv-
ing boundary, (2) reconfigured disciplinary power by teachers, (3) self-discipline as 
a vital skill, and (4) online compulsory education as a future trend. Interpretations 
from the Foucauldian perspective were presented, suggesting that most adolescents 
depend upon more external disciplines from schools and teachers, while only a few 
may achieve autonomy through self-discipline.

Keywords Discipline and resistance · Online compulsory education · Foucault · 
Covid-19 · China

In contemporary studies on information and communication technologies (ICTs), 
one of the major debates relates to whether or not Internet can enable more free-
dom, autonomy, democratization and decentralization of power (Benkler, 2006; 
Castells, 2011; Morozov, 2012; Parks & Mukherjee, 2017). Empowered by digi-
tal media, online education as an emerging field of practice has also participated 
in this debate (Carr-Chellman et al., 2000; Wood & Fassett, 2003). Several studies 
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have investigated the tension between power and knowledge in online education 
through the Foucauldian lens (e.g., Gourlay, 2015; Kitto, 2003; Lee, 2020, 2021; 
Nicoll, 2008; Ovetz, 2017; Pham & Duong, 2020). However, limited to the context 
of higher education, the current research omits the context of compulsory education 
that normally involves not only the underage adolescents but also much broader citi-
zens’ attendance than higher education (UN General & Assembly, 1966).

Admittedly, online education had scarcely been exercised at a compulsory educa-
tional level. Nevertheless, it was dramatically changed by the worldwide outbreak of 
COVID-19. Following the restricted lockdown policies launched in many countries, 
real-time online course has worked as a major solution for educational institutions to 
sustain their teaching activities. It may be the first time in human history for com-
pulsory education to almost totally go digitalized. According to the United Nations 
report (2020), 1.6 billion learners in 190 countries have been affected and driven to 
gain new digital literacy for dealing this new challenge in 2020. With the growing 
and ongoing impact of COVID-19 outbreak worldwide, we presume that the exer-
cise of online teaching would not be merely an ephemeral moment but an opportu-
nity for the vast and fast diffusion and development of online education at the level 
of compulsory education.

This emerging social phenomenon raises our interest in studying a particular 
research question: how is disciplinary power practiced and resisted in online educa-
tion on a compulsory secondary level? Through this study, we aim to examine not 
only the tension between knowledge and power in online compulsory education, but 
also a broader debate regarding the constant changing tension between freedom and 
control enabled by the digital media. It matters not only for our current society but 
also for our next generation: understanding the way of how adolescents might be 
educated and disciplined in a growing digital society in the future.

1  Autonomy and Discipline: Foucauldian views for Online Education

The tension between self-autonomy and control remains one of the key debates in new 
media research nowadays (Benkler, 2006; Castells, 2011; Morozov, 2012). This debate 
is followed by the discussion regarding the tension between knowledge and power in 
the fast-developing field of online education. A number of studies have discussed this 
topic from a Foucauldian perspective (e.g., Gourlay, 2015; Kitto, 2003; Lee, 2020; 
Nicoll & Fejes, 2008; Ovetz, 2017; Pham & Duong, 2020). According to Lee (2020), 
with his influential work Discipline and Punish (1977), Foucault is one of the most 
frequently cited scholars in educational research and his popularity continues in the 
branch of online education studies. Gourlay (2015) uses Foucault’s concepts to argue 
that online technologies enable open education, allowing people to escape from the 
repressive and hierarchical institutional disciplines by traditional universities. In this 
sense, online education works as a heterotopia of desire, playing a democratizing role 
for learning practices. According to Lee (2008), online education also exposed the ten-
sion between “the massification of educational production and the individualization of 
pedagogical processes and outcomes” (p.34). As a result, online learning can contrib-
ute to the achievement of “truth” and “emancipation” (Nicoll & Fejes, 2008), allowing 
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individuals to concentrate on the essence of learning in acquiring knowledge itself. 
Without the interference of institutional and bureaucratic power, online learning helps 
humans to be reflective and self-autonomous as a means of being free from social con-
ditions and constraining relations (Gustavsson, 2002).

On the other hand, the relationship between online education and traditional 
offline education is actually more complex than the over-simplified and idealized 
vision of open education (Gourlay, 2015). In fact, Foucault (1990) asserts that power 
is not always harmful for only repressing and limiting individuals. Instead, power 
could also be positive and productive for people’s lives. Nicoll (2008) also questions 
why autonomy is assumed as unquestionably good for online learning in previous 
literature. According to Gorbunovs et al. (2016), although the virtues of self-auton-
omy are essential for online learning, such skills are under-developed, especially for 
underage people (Kendall & Wilcox, 1979). It caused a research gap to be filled: 
although the exercise of disciplinary power has been studied in online education 
from the Foucauldian perspective by several studies (Gourlay, 2015; Kitto, 2003; 
Lee, 2020; Nicoll & Fejes, 2008; Ovetz, 2017), almost all of them only cover the 
context of higher education instead of compulsory education. The latter is consider-
ably different from the former, including teaching underaged students with longer 
study sessions and more diverse subjects than adults, which may lead to very differ-
ent learning experiences. Therefore, to fill the gap regarding the contextual differ-
ences, we wonder how institutional discipline works for students’ learning outcomes 
in online compulsory education?

Moreover, we are interested in how students may resist against the disciplines 
in our context: an inevitable clash between self-autonomy and institutional disci-
pline under the COVID-19. Lee (2020) argues that the idea of heterotopia coined by 
Gourlay (2015) also reflects that people need alternative space for education when 
they have no access to mainstream education such as normal universities or schools. 
The dichotomy between mainstream and online education denotes a tension between 
normality and abnormality in a Foucauldian sense (Lee, 2020). Whereas, in our case 
that compulsory education was forced to transform to online education due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. There was an interesting unification between the mainstream 
space and heterotopia, which had led to a collision between institutional power and 
learners’ will. According to Foucault (1990), “Power is everywhere and always 
is accompanied by resistance; therefore, resistance is everywhere (p.95).” We are 
interested in how students may react and resist the inevitable discipline from their 
school during the online learning sessions under the COVID-19 pandemic. In short, 
through a Foucauldian lens, we ask how disciplinary power is practiced and resisted 
in online education at a compulsory educational level. In the following part, a con-
ceptualization of Foucauldian disciplinary power will be presented.

2  Explicating Disciplinary Power and Its Three Techniques

Disciplinary power is a mechanism of power for the regulation and control of the 
behavior of populations in a social body (Foucault, 1977). It is exercised by regulat-
ing the organization of space, time and people’s activities and behaviors. According 
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to Foucault (1977), there are three major techniques of control that depict the picture 
of modern disciplinary society: hierarchical observation, normalizing judgment, and 
examination.

3  Hierarchical Observation

Hierarchical observation refers to the omniscient presence of power and insidious 
monitor by means of “surveillance”, which means a top-down gaze from author-
ity and bureaucracy in a hierarchical nature (Kitto, 2003). Foucault uses Bentham’s 
“Panopticon” to illustrate a paradigmatic architectural model of modern disciplinary 
power, especially about how hierarchical observation works: a round prison building 
with a central tower surrounded by transparent cells, which makes prisoners’ every 
action visible and guards themselves invisible. In consequence, guards’ continual 
surveillance disciplined prisoners to follow the certain norms. Foucault (1977) 
points out that the principle of the “Panopticon” can also be applied to schools. In 
a physical classroom, teachers can function as “guards” in the “Panopticon” who 
conduct surveillance on students via direct face-to-face gaze and discipline them to 
produce docile bodies (Ball, 2013).

When the entire school moves online, the practices of surveillance may also 
change accordingly. Some studies suggest the observers lose more control compared 
to face-to-face conditions. For example, lack of non-verbal communication with 
students (e.g., observing visual cues on students’ faces) makes teachers feel alien-
ated and have less control over their teaching quality (Hawkins et al., 2012), since 
the physical boundary of school that serves as the function of enforcing control is 
dissolved online (Lee, 2012). Nevertheless, Kitto (2003) argues that the principle 
of “Panopticon” remains effective in the online education setting. He suggests that 
online educational technologies work as the panoptic techniques with diverse func-
tions which allow teachers to exercise all the disciplinary techniques. Other studies 
(Means et al., 2014; Morgan, 2015) also find that the introduction of new implemen-
tations and technologies enhances teachers’ power of surveillance (e.g., webcams). 
In the context of online compulsory education, we seek to revisit how the hierarchi-
cal observation changed.

4  Normalizing Judgement

Normalizing judgement is a “complementary disciplinary technique that does not 
simply seek to repress but operates interdependently with hierarchical observation 
to normalize the collective” (Kitto, 2003, p. 4). In Foucault’s (1977) words, normal-
izing is a process of imposing sophisticated norms. It involves the comparison, dif-
ferentiation, measurement, hierarchization to build the value of abilities, level, and 
“nature” of individuals. Instead of judging the action by law, normalizing judgement 
aims to construct and reconstruct the criteria for people to judge what is “normal” 
and “abnormal”. It reveals the initial function of modern disciplinary systems: the 
correction of deviant behaviors. Compared to the old method of power exercised 
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through revenge and judicial punishment, the contemporary way of disciplinary 
power aims at achieving reform of people’s behaviors by society’s norms and social 
control.

In the context of online compulsory education, the question may come as “what 
becomes normal and abnormal when schools are moved online?” In comparison to 
traditional face-to-face teaching, a direct change resides in their dependency on the 
mediation of online educational technologies. We wonder if it could nourish new 
norms which challenge the school system’s old norms based on classroom facili-
ties. According to Van Dijck (2013), norms in the digital space are not necessarily 
equivalent to the long-established social norms in the offline context and are always 
in flux. Moreover, as our context is a forced practice of online education in response 
to the public health crisis, we need to consider how such compulsory status impacts 
the process of normalization. Considering two major characteristics of compulsory 
education, underage students and nationwide citizens’ attendance, we raised two ini-
tial concerns from the perspective of media studies:

Firstly, underage students are more likely to have higher internet dependency (Ye 
et al., 2018), which may cause several physical and mental health problems, such as 
vision impairment (CNNIC, 2020), increases of depression and anxiety (Li & Lin, 
2016), decreases of attention span (Baumgartner et al., 2014), sleep disturbance and 
neck stiffness (Kwon et al., 2013). As a result, it might weaken students’ cognitive 
capability to effectively handle their academic work (Barber, 1997; Baumgartner 
et al., 2014; Jia, 2012). Therefore, underage students are normally discouraged from 
using digital devices for a long time. However, the norm of compulsory education 
requires students to have long study sessions and heavy homework load, especially 
in China (Yuan et al., 2017). It may create a conflict between two norms when com-
pulsory education encounters the internet.

Secondly, with the broad community involved in compulsory education, the nor-
malization of online compulsory education might encounter the problem of digital 
divide. Existing literature has suggested that the digital divide has been a crucial 
issue in impeding the development of online education on a larger scale (Haythorn-
thwaite, 2007; Palvia et al., 2018), especially for students with a low-income back-
ground (United Nations, 2020). Van Dijk (2006) defines digital divide as the gap 
in people’s unequal access to digital technologies. By “access”, he means not only 
physical access but also usage/skills access. Students as “digital natives” may have 
higher digital literacy in skills and usage than teachers and parents who are “digi-
tal immigrants” (Prensky, 2001; Underwood, 2007). Therefore, we suspect students, 
teachers, and parents may experience not only the physical access problems such as 
lack of devices or internet connectivity but also skills/usage access problems such as 
gaps in digital literacy.

5  Examination

Examination, which is to qualify, classify and categorize individuals under surveil-
lance, is not a totally distinctive technique but an integration of hierarchical obser-
vation and normalizing judgment (Foucault, 1977). Examination aims to constitute 
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individuality. The thorough information of individuals is recorded via constant 
exams to be the footstone of a larger power system in controlling them. In the con-
text of education, according to Hoskin (1979), examinations have been a vital daily 
educational practice for modern schooling, which includes not only formal exams 
but also daily homework, attendance records, and relevant documents on students’ 
personal information. Schools require them to take examinations for not only the 
evaluation and records of their learning outcomes and academic performances as the 
long-term surveillance, but also the constant normalization by classifying them with 
good and bad marks, convincing them how to distinguish and preserve right answers 
from wrong answers, and good performance from bad performance, the normal 
from the abnormal. Consequently, a docile body of a good student is expected to be 
produced through this process.

The resistance in examination often relates to students’ cheating and dishonest 
behaviors (Llamas, 2006; McCabe et al., 1999). Such behaviors could destroy the 
constitution of individuality as cheating and plagiarism mean people make use of 
others’ power to complete an independent test. Cheating in online exams has been 
identified as a major problem in online education practices (Kitto, 2003; Mor-
gan, 2015). The lack of supervision leads to open-book behaviors, collaborations 
via SNSs (e.g., WhatsApp), and exam agents cheating (Herdian et  al., 2021). As 
such, lecturers often found their students often achieved higher grades beyond their 
actual ability online (Kitto, 2003). According to Balderas and Caballero-Hernández 
(2020), during the COVID-19, university supervisors are more concerned about 
how to prevent academic dishonesty than how actually to measure students’ learning 
outcome in online courses.

Based on existing literature (e.g., Kitto, 2003; Terblanche & Waghid, 2020), these 
three techniques can be used as the framework to analyze the educational practices 
for explicating the tension between power and knowledge.

6  Method

To uncover the veil of online compulsory education, the study combined focus groups 
(N = 7) with students (5 or 6 students each group, totally N = 37) and in-depth inter-
views with teachers (N = 13), and students’ parents (N = 10) in a secondary school from 
Grade 7 to Grade 12 in Xi’ an, China from 2 to 10 June. We chose secondary school 
instead of primary school because they were supposed to have a richer experience in 
online compulsory education due to higher workload. This study was approved by the 
Survey and Behavioral Research Ethics Committee (SBREC) at a local university and 
strictly followed the principle of protecting underage participants’ rights and privacy 
during the data collection process. A consent form that informs the purposes of the 
study and the rights of participants was signed by each participant before each focus 
group or interview was conducted. To protect students’ rights as underage participants, 
we requested additional approval from the middle school principal on behalf of their 
guardians when they were at the campus. All focus groups with students were con-
ducted on the campus during working hours. School tutors invited volunteers among 
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their students to join our focus group and did not show up during the whole focus group 
process to guarantee a free atmosphere for students to express any opinions.

A combination of open and closed questions was used to study their attitudes 
towards online education. For example, “Do you think that teachers could manage the 
class well in the online teaching environment and why?”; “Compared to offline school 
teaching, what advantages and disadvantages does online teaching have?”. Moreover, 
as secondary schools in China gradually resumed offline teaching activities since April 
2020 with the gradual control of COVID-19 nationwide, this study also examined their 
attitude towards offline teaching compared to online teaching during the pandemic.

Both researchers made detailed notes on site and integrated notes into commonly 
agreed transcripts in Chinese Mandarin afterward. The transcripts were uploaded 
into a qualitative data analysis software Dedoose (Version, 2017). Researchers firstly 
applied a provisional coding in the exploratory coding method and then develop an 
initial code list based on the three techniques of disciplinary power stated in the litera-
ture review (Saldaña, 2015). Meanwhile, to prevent the distortion of preconceptions, 
we were constantly revising, improving, and developing the codebook with our famil-
iarization with the transcripts (Saldaña, 2015). After all researchers made a consensus 
on the codebook, we conducted the thematic analysis with the help of the analysis func-
tions offered by Dedoose. By checking the code presence, application, and co-occur-
rence, the researchers categorized the codes and identified the key themes. In the end, 
the researchers translated them into English in an understandable manner. All three 
researchers are bilingual in both Chinese Mandarin and English and aim to transmit the 
messages as neutral and objective as possible (Temple & Young, 2004). For those Chi-
nese context-specific expressions, the original Mandarin pinyin expression with Eng-
lish explanation is presented.

The preliminary data found that among 37 student participants, 24 of them used 
phones, 19 used desktops for more than 8 h a day to access the internet. No students 
reported difficulties in lack of devices, although few mentioned unstable internet con-
nections. Most of them reported grade drops and performed lower academic results 
during online education. The average grade for online learning satisfaction is 6.0 out 
of 10. Most teachers are over 40 years old, teaching at home using their computers. 
Overall, teachers graded 6 out of 10 for online and 8.7 out of 10 for offline teaching 
satisfaction. Parents graded 5.2 out of 10 for online learning satisfaction and 8.7 out of 
10 for offline. QQ live streaming is their main e-learning platform, which is one of the 
most popular e-learning platforms in China during the epidemic (The Cover, 2020). 
Based on the systematic analysis, we have identified and agreed upon four recurring 
themes: (1) diminished discipline with the dissolving boundary, (2) reconfigured disci-
plinary power by teachers, (3) self-discipline as a vital skill, and (4) online compulsory 
education as future trend. Next, we will present them and Interpret them from the Fou-
cauldian perspective.
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7  Findings

7.1  Theme 1. Diminished Discipline with The Dissolving Boundary

Secondary schools used to set a boundary serving the function of enforcing control 
between teachers and students (Lee, 2012). However, the boundary was significantly 
dissolved in the e-learning environment, resulting in diminished discipline, which 
means that teachers’ disciplinary power was greatly weakened by students, parents, 
and the e-learning environment. Meanwhile, the e-learning environment empowered 
students’ rebellion against the discipline, even though their resistance remained in 
a superficial manner and constrained by larger social power structures. The promi-
nence of this issue can be observed in the exercises of three techniques of disci-
plinary power, by forms of (1) transition in hierarchical observation, (2) colliding 
norms for normalizing judgement, and (3) lack of supervision in examinations.

For the exercise of hierarchical observation, teachers not only lost observing 
powers but also were restricted by external observers such as parents and platforms. 
Forty-one out of sixty respondents identified teachers’ lack of surveillance, twenty-
two participants stated that students were often absent or doing other things during 
the course sessions. As the school we visited did not require students to turn on 
their cameras and microphones, teachers could not monitor student’s learning pro-
gress synchronically during the online class. Consistent with the extant literature 
(Hawkins et al., 2012; Lee, 2012; Morgan, 2015), several teachers reported that they 
could not judge students’ instant learning feedback and modify their teaching pro-
gress correspondingly, which reduced their teaching effectiveness. Amy, a Geogra-
phy teacher, made an ironic comment to show their powerlessness during the online 
teaching, “You can’t even tell others are people or dogs in an online classroom.” It 
was consistent with a famous adage in the early internet that denoted the character-
istics of anonymity: “On the internet, nobody knows you’re a dog (Steiner, 1993).”

With such anonymity empowered by e-learning platforms, teachers lost more 
control over students. Although teachers wished to restore their surveillance by 
asking students to turn on the cameras and microphones, they often encountered 
students’ rejections with the excuse of device or technical problems such as “no 
microphones on the computer” or “poor internet connection”, indicating students’ 
subjective resistance to teachers’ observation. Even if all students could turn on their 
cameras, it was still difficult to monitor all students’ activities from more than 50 
floating windows in a large online classroom interface. Students reported they some-
times pretended to watch, but in fact chatted with others or played games on the 
same screen. An extreme case of students’ resistance via anonymity was reported by 
Sean, a Chinese literature teacher. An anonymous student disguised himself as Sean 
by changing his online profile and viciously cursed Sean and other students in the 
chatroom without identification. Such rebellious behaviors made Sean worry about 
the loss of his power and authority among students.

In addition, teachers’ power is constrained online by the observation from 
other levels of the hierarchy, such as the e-learning platform and parents. Teach-
ers from Politics and Biology experienced censorship from the platforms. Maron, 
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a Politics teacher, mentioned that her exam paper, including the sensitive political 
keyword- “Chairman” could not be transmitted on the QQ platform. He claimed 
that the teaching content strictly followed the textbook and political correctness 
and used to work well in their offline teaching. Owan, a biology teacher also 
found her speech related to sexual terms such as “semen” would trigger the plat-
form censorship against pornography. Relevant news reports also confirmed it 
was a common phenomenon in online education practices nationwide (Liu & Sun, 
2020), which could attribute to the strict internet surveillance and censorship in 
China (MacKinnon, 2009). Nevertheless, teachers only blamed the wrong stand-
ards of censorship set by platforms and still supported the legitimacy of state cen-
sorship, maybe because teachers in public middle schools have already been dis-
ciplined to follow the government official ideology (Zhao, 1998).

Moreover, parents who accompanied their students during the online class 
were also watching teachers’ performances. Hanna, a Grade 8 Biology teacher, 
mentioned that she was careful with criticizing students due to the possible pres-
ence of parents. Sisi, a mother of a Grade 7 student, noticed that teachers might 
act more cautiously in discussing extra topics beyond textbooks. According to 
Mann and Ferenbok (2013), in contrast to top-down “surveillance”, the powerless 
can also conduct bottom-up “sousveillance” (referring to their undersight) on the 
powerful people through rising video streaming tools in this digital age. It has 
radically changed the power politics in protests and social movements (Thorburn, 
2014), which also have intruded the domain of education when platforms join 
the game. Overall, the hierarchical relationships in the “classroom” were further 
expanded, not only involving the teacher-student relations but also teachers’ rela-
tionship with parents, with the platform, and the state. With the constraint from 
more external hierarchical observations, teachers’ disciplinary power was further 
limited.

Concerning the normalizing judgement, our two initial concerns have been con-
firmed. For the negative aspects of internet dependency, the secondary education 
norms of long-time offline study sessions were inherently consistent but relatively 
adjusted to an extent in the online education setting. It suggested a process of nor-
malization of online compulsory education: long-time learning sessions on digital 
devices became a normal requirement for anyone involved. Most course schedules 
required equal length of study time in online and offline conditions, except for the 
courses that were not suitable for online teaching, such as physical exercise or craft-
ing classes.

On the other hand, the previous norm of “a ban on digital devices” on campus 
was inevitably abandoned because students were required to use their phones or 
laptops for at least 7  h reported by thirty-four out of thirty-seven students. Most 
students and teachers reported their physical health damages as the side effects of 
overuse, such as backache, vision impairment, and attention span decline, consist-
ent with existing literature (Baumgartner et al., 2014; CNNIC, 2020). To cope with 
the adverse outcomes caused by the continuation of the original norm, schools had 
to reduce workload and study sessions to prevent the overuse of digital technology, 
though it was less effective than expected. The reduced workload on both teachers 
and students further weakened teachers’ disciplinary power.
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On the issue of the digital divide in the process of normalization, although there 
was no notable case related to the physical access divide since our sample was 
collected from a modern and developed city, a clear usage/skill divide was found 
between senior teachers (more than 40  years old) and students or young teach-
ers. According to 25 teachers and students’ claims, senior teachers were not good 
at using e-learning platforms and often encountered technical accidents. By com-
parison, most students and young teachers could master digital skills quickly. Many 
students even taught old teachers regarding the technical skills in reverse. Several 
young teachers further explored new digital tools to enhance their teaching qualities, 
such as the simultaneous use of the writing pads or smartphone video streaming to 
refashion the blackboard notes writing in the online setting. It indicates a process 
of normalization and construction of new norms for online compulsory education: 
adequate digital literacy becomes a normal requirement for teachers in online teach-
ing. For those who cannot handle, they would be gradually judged as abnormal and 
deviant.

For examination, the major issue that teachers experienced was their difficulties 
in collecting and revising homework as well as supervising exams. Several respond-
ents described teachers’ extra efforts in collecting homework in response to the 
dropping rate of student homework submission, such as calls for submission every 
half an hour in the evening. Moreover, most teachers expressed their difficulties in 
grading and revising homework. Digital versions of student homework (usually pho-
tocopies of paperwork) were unfriendly for teachers to read and correct, as most 
teachers relied on the small and unclear smartphone touchscreens to view. Consider-
ing these difficulties, some teachers reduced and even canceled their homework, or 
just graded their homework not seriously. Moreover, the frequency of exams also 
largely decreased and even vanished. It is mainly attributed to the difficulties of sys-
tematically preventing students from cheating and plagiarism. Both students and 
teachers reported several cases of students’ exam cheating. It freed students from the 
pressure of constant evaluation, classification, and documentation in the norms set 
by the school.

In general, the e-learning environment greatly reshaped the power relations 
between teachers and students from the perspective of transition in hierarchi-
cal observation, changing normalizing judgement and diminishing examination. 
Secondary schools used to set a boundary serving the function of enforcing con-
trol between teachers and students (Lee, 2012). However, the boundary greatly dis-
solved in the e-learning environment with the absence of face-to-face communica-
tion, resulting in the diminished discipline. Not just the “guard” role of teachers, but 
also the whole power system of school became dysfunctional. With the decline of 
teachers’ disciplinary power, students gained more freedom, autonomy, and power 
for resistance or rebellion.

However, it did not lead to a happy ending for students. Based on our co-occur-
rence analysis, students’ low satisfaction with their online learning outcomes (6/10) 
mostly was related to the diminished discipline. Most respondents also reported a 
huge decline in their academic performances. Although students obtained to-some-
degree freedom and autonomy, most of them did not make good use of such oppor-
tunities. The autonomy that Gustavsson (2002) argues for is about self-motivation: 
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people deciding what to learn and how to learn, instead of playing games and chat-
ting when teachers cannot supervise. Lily, a Grade 8 Physics teacher and a class 
tutor, expressed her disappointment towards her students regarding lack of motiva-
tion for study.

To be honest, one significant advantage of online education for students is the 
abundant knowledge and learning resources on the Internet, such as some popu-
lar science videos on Tiktok, (they are) very illustrative for students to understand 
Physics. I sometimes shared these videos with them, but many of them were not 
interested in that. They and their parents are very realistic and utilitarian, only wish 
to improve their grades, enter good universities and find good jobs. They don’t really 
care about gaining knowledge (Lily).

Lily’s words reflected the idea of open education and “emancipation” that we dis-
cussed before (Gourlay, 2015; Gustavsson, 2002; Nicoll & Fejes, 2008). However, 
as she said, most students did not take this opportunity of active learning. Thus, 
we argue that they only gain freedom and autonomy increased in a superficial man-
ner, practicing in an anarchic way. They were still constrained by the larger invisible 
“Panopticon” set by the educational system and society. Seeing from the interviews, 
the grade was always the priority mentioned by no matter students, parents, or teach-
ers. Students seldom mentioned they used their free time to develop their interests. It 
perhaps attributes to the current education situation in China that university and high 
school entrance exams (“gaokao”/高考 and “zhongkao”/中考 in Chinese) are their 
top priority. It may also be related to the Confucian culture in Chinese education that 
stresses the “official learning” rather than “private learning” and the political contri-
bution of education (Yao & Yao, 2000). The classic Confucianism piece Lun Yu 
suggests “a good official should learn, and a good learner should be an official” (“仕
而优则学, 学而优则仕” in Mandarin). This view constructs the purpose of learning 
towards the utilitarian usage for career and social development. Students, along with 
their parents and teachers, still have to play the game of “compulsory education” 
even in the online setting. The game has one simple but clear rule: Grade.

7.2  Theme 2 Reconfigured Disciplinary Power by teachers

To restore and improve teachers’ teaching effectiveness and students’ learning 
outcomes, teachers have several attempts to reconfigure their disciplinary power. 
Although most attempts did not achieve adequate results or even failed, some repre-
sentative or unique methods are worthwhile to be mentioned. The methods include 
extending gaze for hierarchical observation, normalizing school norms of a serious 
and regulated offline classroom in the unserious online setting, and rebuilding the 
individuality of students in the examination.

To improve teachers’ hierarchical observation, teachers have developed their 
power through parents’ and peers’ extending gaze. Nineteen respondents reported 
teachers’ requirements or suggestions of parents’ participation in online class 
to supervise their children. Laura, a class tutor, organized parents into different 
teams and delegated certain parents as team leaders to supervise other parents’ 
performance. Most teachers confirmed the effectiveness of such parent-to-child 
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surveillance. Nevertheless, not all parents were able to manage their children effec-
tively, not only because of being occupied by their works but also because of stu-
dents’ extended resistance against their parents’ observation in the form of teenage 
rebellion, reported by six respondents. Moreover, four respondents reported teach-
ers delegated certain well-performed students to be team leaders to supervise other 
team members on behalf of the teachers. Sisi reported her child’s English teacher 
used this way to organize their English reading sessions and received favorable 
outcomes to some extent. Each team had their small online group chatroom, and 
the teacher would randomly check a couple of teams each time. By assigning cer-
tain students and parents to be the middle-level managers as the “eyes” of teachers, 
teachers enriched the hierarchy of observation in the online setting.

For normalizing judgement, teachers rebuilt and normalized the seriousness and 
rules of the offline classroom environment in the online setting. It could be seen as 
an invasion of physical school norms into the social media norms. For example, it 
used to be normal for Chinese teenagers to use memes in online group chats as a part 
of their youth culture (Szablewicz, 2014). A few young teachers who understood the 
youth culture may also join the use of memes. However, most older teachers did 
not understand the meaning of memes, especially some obscure ones. To avoid the 
“impolite and improper” manner, the use of memes, emoji, and net slangs was pro-
hibited by many teachers to create a “pure and clean” study environment. Lily even 
used a silence function in the online chatroom to silence and remove students who 
misbehaved and disobeyed. She said, “After being removed, students have to make 
a formal statement of apology and promise to me if they want to rejoin. This tech-
nique works well because they feel anxious about being excluded from the group.” It 
can be the analogy of physical punishment that some teachers used at school: Punish 
students who misbehaved to leave the classroom.

To improve teachers’ disciplinary power in examinations, the core strategy is to 
restore the individuality of students in the tests. One way to restore individuality 
was the clear and detailed documentation of homework submission records. Sean 
applied such daily documentation to accumulate the “sins” of students who refused 
homework submissions. Sean said, “although my ‘whip’ is too far to reach them 
right now, I warned and even threatened them that I would ‘clear the debt’ based on 
their misbehavior record after the epidemic.” Consequently, the homework submis-
sion rate in Sean’s class was much better than other classes. According to Foucault 
(1977), the documentation has the constant and continuous power in controlling the 
subjects. As discussed above, students may escape for a moment but cannot escape 
forever in the light of the continuous documentation in the system of larger social 
“Panopticon”. The second way to achieve individuality is to isolate students dur-
ing the test. For example, when Sean checked students’ individual poem recitations, 
she demanded students to turn on cameras and close their eyes. It was a reverse 
live video streaming to force students to be isolated and complete the test indepen-
dently. In some online exams, parents’ participation was also effective in isolating 
students and preventing plagiarism from the perspective of hierarchical observation. 
However, despite the effectiveness, these strategies are time-consuming that may not 
be suitable for broader popularization. For example, the normal checking time for 
Sean’s poem recitation homework was 3 h per day.
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In short, a few attempts were made to restore teachers’ disciplinary power among 
students by extending gaze with parents’ and peers’ help, imposing more school 
norms of serious and regulated study environment, and restoring individuality of 
students during the exams. However, we need to acknowledge that these attempts 
remained limited or unstable because of some parents’ unavailability and time-con-
suming execution of exam supervisions. Teachers’ reconfiguration of power still has 
a long way to go.

7.3  Theme 3 Self‑Discipline as a Vital Skill

Despite the poor performances of most students and the dedication of teachers in 
restoring discipline, we also found that some students’ academic performances were 
generally steady or even improved during the online learning period. Through their 
experiences, we identified the third theme: self-discipline. In consistent with the 
existing literature examining university students (e.g., Gorbunovs et al., 2016; Kitto, 
2003), we also found that self-discipline is of importance in achieving a positive 
learning outcome in an online learning environment for secondary school students. 
In our case, ten out of thirty-seven students reported to be less affected by the dimin-
ished discipline in the online environment, most of their academic performance 
were in the top 10%, and four of them were even in the top 1% among their peers. 
We found that those students had a higher sense of awareness of their academic per-
formances and competitiveness with other classmates. One Grade 12 student said, “I 
was anxious all the time. I felt my classmates were always studying. I couldn’t relax 
and had to study too.” Hence, they were usually more willing to interact with teach-
ers, set their own timetable, and do extra homework.

Their behaviors could be regarded as the result of self-discipline, which is rela-
tive to disciplinary power, but more relevant to the idea of “biopower” coined by 
Foucault (1977). Pylypa (1998) explains Foucault’s biopower as “the ways in which 
power manifests itself in the form of daily practices and routines through which 
individuals engage in self-surveillance and self-discipline, and thereby subjugate 
themselves (p.21).” It means that individuals voluntarily control themselves by 
self-imposing conformity to discourses and cultural norms. Hence, we argue that 
they are better “players” in the game of compulsory education, as the most disci-
plined individuals in the established educational and social system. On the other 
hand, through their examples, we also see the possibility of genuinely embracing 
freedom and autonomy as a learner, though only reported by one student. As top 
1% in the Grade, the student shared his joyful experience of attending various free 
online lectures on popular science and humanities, which are new public resources 
open for the whole society emerging during the pandemic. He was also one of the 
minorities who preferred online education to offline. His example meets the expecta-
tion for an ideal learner claimed by Lily, Gourlay (2015), and Gustavsson (2002): a 
self-motivated individual who is truly curious about knowledge and embraces open 
education.

Nevertheless, the exercise of self-discipline is not necessarily contradictory to 
the significance of disciplinary power from teachers for most students, as the trait 
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of self-discipline can only be found in a very small number of top students. These 
top students may have already been “self-disciplined” students before online teach-
ing. In fact, they also reported their need for external discipline and regarded it as a 
more powerful than self-discipline, let alone other average students. Admittedly, it 
is common for underage teenagers to choose playing rather than learning (Hughes, 
2009). Culturally speaking, according to Benedict (2005) and Fung (1999), social 
orders and morality in the Oriental societies such as China and Japan are likely to 
be developed through “shame culture”. In those societies, people may need exter-
nal concerns from the public and watched to be disciplined. Although Confucianism 
also highlights the importance of self-discipline (Chaibong, 2001), it is thoroughly 
practiced through external disciplines and heteronomy (Jung, 1993). Therefore, the 
external discipline is still indispensable.

7.4  Theme 4 Online Compulsory Education as A Future Trend

Overall, we saw a high inadaptability of participants to deal with the e-learning plat-
forms. Still, many of them stressed the irreplaceability of face-to-face teaching and 
deemed online compulsory education as an ephemeral phenomenon. However, many 
teachers reported their continuous use of e-learning technologies in their current 
offline teaching activities. They believed it would be the trend due to its advantages 
in overcoming the spatial and temporal limits. Lee, a Grade 11 Math teacher whose 
class mainly consisted of elite students, stated his use of online platforms to organ-
ize small-size tutorials for a few top students. He claimed that it could overcome 
the spatial limits of offline teaching to achieve the personalization and precision of 
education, which will be the future trend of compulsory schooling. Lee said: “Dif-
ferent students have different learning capabilities. It is less effective to teach every-
one with the same content and speed. Cyberspace offers a space for me to teach top 
students with extra knowledge.” Hans, a grade-10 Chemistry teacher, also pointed 
out the advantages of online teaching in overcoming time constraints. Through the 
recording and archiving of learning materials and tests, it can constantly benefit stu-
dents at all academic performance levels in the long term. These claims are con-
gruent with Gourlay (2015) and Lee (2008) who argue that online education can 
help the democratization of education and individualization of learning process and 
outcomes.

Following such a trend, a process of normalization is still ongoing. On the one 
hand, online educational technologies normalized teachers and students on the 
issues of surveillance, physical/skills access, and examinations. On the other hand, 
teachers and students were also normalizing online educational technologies with 
the demand for better learning and teaching experience. Typical examples include 
the growing connection speed and stability, more functions for homework collec-
tion, and revision provided by e-learning platforms to fulfill users’ demands. Mean-
while, several teachers were calling for access to more advanced personal digital 
tools (e.g., writing pad) for online education purchased and distributed by the school 
to further boost the teaching effectiveness. Some teachers were also expecting the 
establishment of non-commercial online education platforms by official sectors in 
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response to the advertisements and content not suitable for teenagers (e.g., sex and 
violence) on commercial online education and live streaming platforms.

In short, although offline education has its irreplaceable status compared to 
online education, this study sees online compulsory education not as an ephemeral 
phenomenon caused by the public health crisis. Instead, it is a future trend for the 
combination of online and offline education to promote the personalization of edu-
cation in the future. Accordingly, an infrastructurization of online education will be 
developed through the digitalization and platformization of compulsory education, 
which also indicates the institutionalization of online education on a national level, 
reinforcing the larger “Panopticon” of educational system and society.

8  Conclusion

This article examines how disciplinary power is exercised and resisted in an online 
education platform at the compulsory educational level in the case of Chinese sec-
ondary school during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on a systematic analysis, we 
identified four themes: (1) diminished discipline with the dissolving boundary, (2) 
reconfigured disciplinary power by teachers, (3) self-discipline as a vital skill, and 
(4) online compulsory education as a future trend.

Theme 1 and 2 were analyzed by following the Foucauldian conceptual frame-
work of three disciplinary techniques, aiming to examine how disciplinary power is 
practiced and resisted in online compulsory education. We found that the e-learning 
environment greatly reshaped the power relations between teachers and students 
with the increasing resistance of students and powerlessness of teachers. Although 
teachers made several attempts to reconfigure their disciplinary power with the assis-
tance of parents, peers, and platforms, some attempts were limited and less effective. 
Theme 3 and 4 aim to resolve the tension relations by identifying self-discipline as 
the vital skill and a future trend for online compulsory education. In response to the 
broader debate on knowledge and power or freedom and control, we found that stu-
dents obtained more freedom to some degree but not truly escaped from the larger 
social norms set by compulsory education. The panoptic boundary of school may 
temporarily dissolve, but the more extensive “Panopticon” established by the society 
still constantly disciplines students, parents, and teachers. With the pressure from 
university and high school entrance examinations, the grade remained at the center 
of their concerns, outweighing the knowledge acquisition. As such, discipline and 
control from teachers, with the assistance from their peers, parents, and technolo-
gies, still played a vital role in students’ academic development.

Admittedly, few self-disciplined “good players” can be both the best spokes-
persons of an existing power system of schools and the potential truly autonomous 
learners to acquire their interested knowledge freely. However, it may be unrealistic 
to expect all students to be like them. With the gradual development and institution-
alization of the online compulsory education system, the tension between freedom 
and control may need constant reevaluation.

There are several limitations of this study. First, our findings might bias on the 
digital divide issue as the school we chose is in the urban area (Xi’an). Reported 

1719Education and Information Technologies (2022) 27:1705–1723



1 3

from our sample, most of them were in or above the middle-class economic status 
families. In comparison, an adolescent in a rural area was reported to commit sui-
cide due to a lack of mobile phones to take online courses (Zhuang, 2020). Such 
grievous news calls for further studies focusing on suburban and rural areas. More 
differences in a broader sense might be found across different social and regional 
settings, the educational platform uses and the student’s general academic results. 
Schools in other regions and countries that use other platforms (e.g., Zoom, Ding-
Talk; The Cover, 2020) should be studied in the future. Moreover, some findings 
may be context-specific. Future research should be conducted under different social 
and educational systems. Despite these limitations, we argued for a contribution to 
the online education field. Although offline education has its irreplaceable status, we 
believe that online compulsory education is not an ephemeral phenomenon. Instead, 
it will continue to exist as not only a constant emergency mechanism in response to 
disasters or extreme climates (e.g., epidemic, air pollution, typhoon), but also the 
daily supplement of offline teaching activities to lead a new trend at the compulsory 
educational level.
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