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Abstract: The aim of this article is to analy-
ze the non-verbal parameters evidenced in 
the school context, from an ethnographic 
perspective guided by school psychology and 
based on Foucauldian theory, seeking to (re)
update and understand the demands in the 
educational environment. From a Foucaul-
dian perspective, concepts such as biopower 
and disciplinary devices were used to analyze 
how institutional practices shape subjectivi-
ties in the school environment. The methodo-
logy adopted and applied was ethnographic 
research focusing on the interactions betwe-
en teachers, students and the architecture of 
the school space in a public school located in 
Franca, São Paulo state. Direct observations 
were made in the ninth year of elementary 
school. Additional data was collected from in-
terviews with teachers and analysis of institu-
tional documents. By analyzing the historical 
development of formal education and the in-
fluences of psychology, we sought to unders-
tand the social and cultural aspects that shape 
the way society works. Michel Foucault analy-
ses the school as an institution that exercises 
disciplinary power through surveillance, stan-
dardization and control of conduct. For him, 
practices such as separation into classes, strict 
timetables and punishments promote the do-
cility of bodies, placing the school in the same 
disciplinary context as prisons and hospitals. 
School not only transmits knowledge, but also 
reproduces hierarchies and behavioral patter-
ns that shape subjectivities useful to society. 
Thus, from the earliest years, pedagogical me-
chanisms such as constant surveillance and 
assessments consolidate disciplinary power, 
structuring both the behavior and values of 
individuals. For Foucault, the school is a mi-
crocosm of society, where discipline and the 
power exercised over bodies are manifested in 
the conduct of teachers and staff, architecture, 
teaching methodologies, routines and other 
pillars that support the material and subjec-

tive dimensions of educational institutions. In 
Brazil and in other global contexts, advances 
in knowledge about education and legislative 
developments have brought significant achie-
vements, but have also exposed remnants of 
periods marked by oppressive practices. The 
expected results seek to contribute to a bro-
ader understanding of educational practi-
ces, promoting reflections on the relations 
of power and subjectivation in the school 
environment, and providing subsidies for in-
terventions aimed at improving pedagogical 
conditions.
Keywords: Biopower. Discipline. Ethnogra-
phy. Foucauldian. Hierarchy. Surveillance.

INTRODUCTION
The aim of this article is to analyze the 

non-verbal parameters observed in the scho-
ol context from an ethnographic perspective 
guided by school psychology, based on Michel 
Foucault’s concepts of discipline and power. 
The aim is to (re)update the perspective of 
school psychology by exploring how the his-
torical, social and cultural aspects of formal 
education are reflected in the daily dynamics 
of educational institutions, highlighting the 
role of architecture, pedagogical practices, 
routines and interpersonal relationships in re-
producing society’s operating logics.

Since ancient times, educational models 
have aimed to meet the specific demands of 
societies, such as the training of citizens in an-
cient Greece, where philosophers such as So-
crates, Plato and Aristotle profoundly influen-
ced pedagogical thinking with ideas about the 
importance of questioning and ethics in hu-
man development. Plato, in particular, propo-
sed an education aimed at the moral and intel-
lectual development of the individual, while 
Aristotle emphasized training aimed at the 
realization of human potential, thus influen-
cing the concept of education as preparation 
for citizenship (Chauí, 2003).
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In the medieval period, education came to 
be strongly influenced by the Catholic Church, 
with the creation of the first universities in Eu-
rope and a curriculum that integrated theolo-
gical and philosophical studies. In this context, 
learning was geared towards religious know-
ledge and mastery of the sacred arts (Costa, 
1995). With the Renaissance and the Enligh-
tenment, new models of education emerged 
that reflected an appreciation of the individual 
and of scientific knowledge. John Locke, for 
example, proposed a pedagogy based on the 
idea of the “blank slate”, where the individual is 
born without prior knowledge and education is 
the way to form skills and morality. This view 
opened up space for more secular and rational 
approaches to education, preparing the ground 
for the emergence of more structured and sys-
tematic pedagogical models. (Costa, 1995)

In the 19th century, with the Industrial 
Revolution, education came to be seen as 
an essential tool for economic development 
and the training of skilled workers. The edu-
cational models of this period were strongly 
influenced by positivism, such as that of Au-
guste Comte, who advocated an education 
that valued scientific knowledge and practical 
skills to meet the demands of industrial socie-
ty.(Costa, 1995)

The classical school, in the wake of the con-
solidation of the Industrial Revolution at the 
beginning of this century, was represented 
by three movements: Taylor’s scientific ad-
ministration, Fayol’s general administration 
and Weber’s bureaucratic administration, 
which originated from a dysfunction of ra-
tionality. These movements have kept their 
principles present in current administrative 
practices (Hora, 1998, p. 36). 

It was in this context that the first public 
schools emerged, with curricula aimed at te-
aching technical and scientific subjects. In-
fluenced by positivism, Edward Thorndike, an 
American psychologist, developed studies on 
mechanical learning and the laws of stimulus 

and response, which influenced educational 
practices in a model of direct instruction and 
repetition (Moreira, 2022).

Through the division of knowledge into spe-
cialties and the bureaucratic hierarchization 
of specialists, our societies have produced 
incompetence everywhere. Thus, for exam-
ple, certain trends in the social sciences 
have managed to convince the family that 
it should be and should function in a cer-
tain way (be “authentic”, living out all the 
feelings of love and hatred that exist within 
it without fear), but that it is not competent 
to understand and resolve what happens 
within it. Understanding and resolving con-
flicts must come from outside, through the 
intervention of specialists. The family can be 
the subject of its feelings, but it must be the 
object of explanation by those with knowle-
dge (Chauí, 2014, p. 114).

Michel Foucault’s perspective on the struc-
ture of the school emphasizes its role as an insti-
tution deeply linked to disciplinary power. For 
him, the school is not only a space for trans-
mitting knowledge, but also a mechanism that 
organizes and regulates bodies, creating sub-
jectivities that are useful to society. Its physical 
and functional structure, which includes divi-
ded classrooms, rigid timetables, hierarchies 
between students and teachers and constant 
evaluation mechanisms, is designed to enable 
surveillance and control. These elements create 
a logic of normalization, where individuals are 
classified, measured and shaped according to 
pre-established standards. Foucault points out 
that the school operates as a microcosm of the 
power relations present in other disciplinary 
institutions, such as prisons and hospitals, con-
solidating surveillance practices that discipline 
both bodies and minds (Foucault, 1979).

With the advent of psychology and the 
emergence of theories that consider cognitive 
and social development, educational models 
began to diversify in the 20th century. Jean 
Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, made an impor-
tant contribution by emphasizing that cog-
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nitive development occurs in stages and that 
education should respect these phases, pro-
moting activities that encourage exploration 
and discovery. (Moreira, 2022)

Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist, hi-
ghlighted the importance of social interaction 
for learning, proposing the idea of the “zone 
of proximal development,” in which learning 
takes place with the help of a mediator, such 
as the teacher, who helps the student advance 
in their knowledge. These theories influenced 
the emergence of constructivist and social-in-
teractionist educational models, which are still 
widely used today (Moreira, 2022). Meanwhile, 
in the United States, John Dewey proposed a 
progressive education based on experience and 
problem-solving. Dewey argued that schools 
should prepare students for democratic life by 
encouraging collaboration, creativity and criti-
cal reflection (Moreira, 2022).

In Brazil, education has undergone signifi-
cant changes, especially since the 1930s, with 
the creation of the New School, inspired by 
Dewey’s ideas and the principles of the pro-
gressive movement. Educators such as Anísio 
Teixeira and Fernando de Azevedo sought to 
implement an educational model that broke 
with traditional teaching and promoted the 
active participation of students in the learning 
process.

An alienated society is not aware of its own 
existence. An alienated professional is an 
inauthentic being. Their thinking is not 
committed to themselves, they are not res-
ponsible. The alienated person does not look 
at reality with personal criteria, but with 
someone else’s eyes. That’s why they live an 
imaginary reality and not their own objec-
tive reality. [...] Alienated society does not 
know itself; it is immature, has exemplary 
behavior, tries to know reality through fo-
reign diagnoses. The leaders solve problems 
with formulas that have worked abroad. 
They import problems and solutions. They 
don’t know the native reality (Freire, 2023, 
p. 45-46).

This model also inspired the creation of 
educational policies and the valorization of 
public education. Paulo Freire, another im-
portant Brazilian educator, proposed a critical 
and emancipatory educational model, focu-
sing on dialogue and social awareness. His pe-
dagogy of the oppressed argues that education 
should enable students to question reality and 
actively participate in social transformation. 
(Moreira, 2022)

Bell Hooks, intellectual, feminist and ac-
tivist, has offered transformative contribu-
tions on education, especially in “Teaching to 
Transgress: Education as the Practice of Free-
dom”. Inspired by Paulo Freire, she advocates 
an emancipatory education that promotes 
critical thinking and challenges oppressions. 
Hooks proposes teaching based on dialogue 
(Hooks, 1994, p 44), challenging conventio-
nal power hierarchies (Hooks, 1994, p 77), 
rejecting authoritarian and traditional me-
thods, prioritizing practices that integrate stu-
dents’ voices (Hooks, 1994, p 47). For Bell, the 
goal of education is the practice of freedom 
(Hooks, 1994, p 22). Education often becomes 
the ground where we begin to build dreams of 
freedom (Hooks, 1994, p 55), where we learn 
to fight for justice and against various forms 
of domination. For her, the classroom must 
question racism, sexism and classism, prepa-
ring individuals to act ethically. Hooks values 
integral education, considering emotions and 
subjectivities, and seeks inclusive and fair 
spaces. Education is never neutral, requiring 
ethics and continuous transformation; true 
education only happens when authoritaria-
nism is rejected and knowledge is embraced 
as a collective practice (Hooks, 1994, p 135).

The insistence on removing our personal 
experiences from the classroom perpetuates 
forms of domination that prevent us from 
transforming the learning space into a place 
of fulfillment and freedom.(    Hooks, 1994, 
p. 87)
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In this context, school psychology plays 
an important role in adapting these models, 
helping to understand the impact of techno-
logies on students’ emotional and cognitive 
development. In addition, psychology helps to 
identify the new skills needed for learning in 
the 21st century, such as digital literacy, colla-
boration in virtual environments and critical 
thinking. Psychology contributes to the deve-
lopment of intervention programs that take 
into account the emotional, social and cultu-
ral factors that influence learning, as propo-
sed by authors such as Howard Gardner, with 
his theory of multiple intelligences, and Carol 
Dweck, with the concept of growth mindset. 
These models show that, rather than homoge-
neous teaching, education must respect diver-
sity and promote the integral development of 
each student.

Humanist philosophy sees the learner pri-
marily as a person. The important thing is 
the person’s self-realization, their personal 
growth. The learner is seen as a whole - fe-
elings, thoughts and actions, not just as an 
intellect. In this approach, learning is not 
limited to an increase in knowledge: it is pe-
netrating, visceral, and influences the indi-
vidual’s choices and attitudes. Thoughts, fee-
lings and actions are integrated, for better or 
worse. It makes no sense to talk about beha-
vior or cognition without considering the af-
fective domain, the feelings of the learner: he 
or she is a person, and people think, feel and 
do things integrally (Moreira, 2022, p. 5) The 
humanistic approach, on the other hand, 
primarily considers the student as a person. 
They are essentially free to make choices in 
every situation. The important thing is the 
person’s self-realization. Teaching should fa-
cilitate self-realization and personal growth 
(Moreira, 2022, p. 114).

These transformations reflect the evolution 
of educational models throughout history and 
the constant need to adapt to social, economic 
and technological changes. The integration 
of school psychology and educational prac-
tices allows for a more inclusive and effecti-

ve approach, capable of training critical citi-
zens who are prepared to face contemporary 
challenges.  One of the main functions of the 
school psychologist is to promote the mental 
health and well-being of students, addressing 
issues such as anxiety, bullying and adaptation 
difficulties. Their work is essential for creating 
preventive and interventional programs in 
partnership with teachers and school mana-
gers, with the aim of minimizing negative im-
pacts on learning and promoting a welcoming 
environment.

In Brazil, the presence of school psycholo-
gists faced resistance until the enactment of 
Law 13.935/2019, which made their inclusion 
in public schools mandatory. Before that, li-
mited public policies neglected the role of this 
professional in comprehensive education. The 
law represents a step forward in understanding 
education as a process that integrates academic 
learning and emotional formation, although its 
implementation still faces challenges related to 
infrastructure and budgets. Lack of resources 
in schools, high demand for cases and lack of 
adequate spaces make preventive interventions 
difficult. In addition, there is a lack of unders-
tanding of the role of the psychologist, who is 
often limited to solving specific problems, ra-
ther than taking a systemic and holistic appro-
ach. However, as proposed in the Technical 
References for the Psychologist’s Work in Ba-
sic Education, 2013, the psychologist’s work 
should be comprehensive, working in colla-
boration with the entire school community to 
promote a healthy and inclusive learning envi-
ronment, where all aspects of the student’s de-
velopment are considered.

The multidisciplinary approach, which in-
volves the psychologist working in partnership 
with teachers, social workers and other profes-
sionals, is fundamental for a broader and more 
effective approach at school. This collabora-
tion allows psychologists to develop integrated 
projects that address issues such as inclusion, 
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diversity, socio-emotional development and ta-
ckling issues such as prejudice and exclusion. 
However, this practice is still limited by the lack 
of policies that encourage the integration of 
the school’s various professionals in collective 
projects and by the lack of time and resources 
to enable this joint work. Another important 
aspect of the school psychologist’s work is me-
diating conflicts, which can arise between stu-
dents, between teachers and students, or even 
between families and the school.

Mediation aims not only to resolve the 
conflict, but also to provide an opportunity 
for everyone involved to develop communi-
cation, empathy and problem-solving skills, 
which are fundamental for social interaction. 
Through mediation, the psychologist contri-
butes to building a culture of respect and co-
operation in the school, creating a more wel-
coming environment conducive to learning. 
The school psychologist plays a crucial role in 
professional and vocational guidance, helping 
students to explore interests, aptitudes and 
plan their paths, promoting self-knowledge 
and reducing anxiety during the school tran-
sition. In addition, they contribute to the trai-
ning of teachers and staff, offering workshops 
that improve skills in dealing with emotio-
nal and behavioral issues and conflicts in the 
school environment.

The need to promote links between the 
school and the community it serves is fun-
damental. The understanding that the scho-
ol is not a body isolated from the global 
context of which it is a part, must be present 
in the organizational process so that the ac-
tions to be developed are geared towards 
community needs. As well as being required 
to have technical-scientific knowledge and a 
critical understanding of educational policy 
and the workings of society at the service of 
the school community, it is also necessary 
to be alert to the educational dimension of 
grassroots organizations in their relations 
with the school, through knowledge of the 
political movements of the community in 

which it is inserted. In this sense, it is ne-
cessary to understand the conceptions of 
community and the relationships that the 
school establishes with its immediate social 
context (Hora, 1998, p.59).

This paper is the result of an ethnographic 
investigation at the EE. Prof. Carmem Mu-
nhoz Coelho; a state-run, full-time institu-
tion, with elementary and high school stages; 
in the city of Franca, São Paulo in the year 
2024. Considering the importance of the geo-
graphic, social and temporal clipping for sub-
sequent developments.

METHODOLOGY
Within this multidisciplinary approach, 

ethnographic methodology has stood out as a 
valuable tool for investigating school reality in 
an in-depth and contextualized way. Through 
ethnography, the school psychologist can insert 
him/herself into the educational environment 
and observe the daily lives of students, teachers 
and other school agents, capturing nuances of 
the interactions and symbolic exchanges that 
take place in the educational space. 

It is a deeper level of explanation of school 
practice, which takes into account its totality 
and multiple determinations, which can be 
done neither abstractly nor in isolation, but 
on the basis of everyday school situations, in 
a constant movement from practice to the-
ory and back to practice in order to trans-
form it (De André, 2012, p. 44).

This methodology allows for a detailed 
understanding of the social and cultural pro-
cesses involved in education, going beyond 
quantitative analysis and offering a richer and 
more subjective view of the school experience. 
By using ethnography, the school psychologist 
is able to develop interventions that are more 
in tune with the reality of the students and 
the specificities of the school environment, 
promoting actions that take into account the 
complex cultural and social influences on stu-
dents’ development.
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The ethnographic methodology for inves-
tigating the school environment, as discussed 
in the book Ethnography of School Practice 
by Marli André, seeks to capture the comple-
xity and richness of the interactions and prac-
tices that make up the daily life of a school. 
This approach proposes an in-depth immer-
sion of the researcher in the school environ-
ment, where he or she experiences daily life 
alongside the students, teachers, coordinators 
and other professionals involved. 

In order to learn about the dynamism of 
school life, it is necessary to study it based 
on at least three dimensions: the institutional 
or organizational, the instructional or peda-
gogical and the sociopolitical/cultural. These 
three dimensions cannot be considered in 
isolation, but as a unit of multiple interrela-
tionships, through which we seek to unders-
tand the social dynamics expressed in every-
day school life. (De André, 2012, p. 42).

This immersion allows the researcher to 
build a holistic and detailed view of school 
dynamics, understanding them not just as 
isolated educational processes, but as com-
plex social practices rooted in values, beliefs 
and norms shared by members of the school 
community.

Empathy has long been pointed out as an es-
sential characteristic of fieldwork researchers. 
It is one of the basic principles of phenome-
nology, which is at the root of qualitative stu-
dies. According to this principle, the obser-
ver must try to put themselves in the other 
person’s shoes in order to better understand 
what they are saying, feeling and thinking. It 
is therefore an important component in situa-
tions where the researcher interacts with sub-
jects in order to obtain the data that will allow 
them to better understand the phenomenon 
under study (De André, 2012, p. 62).

A fundamental aspect of ethnographic me-
thodology is participant observation, in whi-
ch the researcher takes an active stance, ob-
serving and often integrating themselves into 
the school’s activities and routines. By taking 

part in the day-to-day running of the school, 
the researcher is able to capture details of the 
interactions, conflicts and coexistence strate-
gies between school actors, revealing aspects 
that are unlikely to emerge from structured 
interviews or questionnaires. This participant 
observation allows us to grasp informal prac-
tices, daily rituals and implicit norms that gui-
de the behavior of those involved. 

The process of investigating the classroom 
will basically involve direct observation of 
teaching and learning situations, as well as 
analysis of the teaching materials used by 
the teacher and those produced by the stu-
dent.  Another fundamental dimension in 
the study of everyday school issues is the 
socio-political/cultural dimension, whi-
ch refers to the broader socio-political and 
cultural context, i.e. the macro-structural 
determinants of educational practice. This 
sphere of analysis includes a reflection on 
the historical moment, the political and so-
cial forces and the conceptions and values 
present in society (De André, 2012, p. 44).

The methodology, therefore, is not restric-
ted to an objective survey of information, but 
involves engaging with the lived experiences 
of the participants, promoting a closer un-
derstanding of reality and the meanings attri-
buted by the school actors themselves to their 
practices.

ANALYSES
The classical era saw the discovery of the 

body as an object and target of power, marking 
the beginning of disciplinary practices that 
shaped control over individuals. The body be-
gan to be observed, manipulated and trained, 
becoming a central element in the exercise of 
power, with the aim of maximizing its useful-
ness and docility. Institutions such as schools 
also incorporated these techniques, transfor-
ming the body into a component regulated by 
social norms and the demands of disciplinary 
power (Foucault, 1975).
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But as a multiplicity of often minimal pro-
cesses, from different origins, from sparse 
locations, which are remembered, repeated 
or imitated, which build on each other, dis-
tinguish themselves according to their field of 
application, converge and gradually outline 
the facade of a general method. We find them 
at work in schools, very early on; later in ele-
mentary school (Foucault, 1975, p. 136).

The school that opened its doors for infor-
mation gathering was a full-time state school 
located in the city of Franca. The school of-
fers breakfast, lunch and an afternoon snack. 
The institution was receptive, but with some 
restrictions: only one classroom was to be vi-
sited; this was accepted. The principal and vi-
ce-principal didn’t get in touch, and the scho-
ol employee was the one who pointed out the 
classroom: Ninth Grade A (9A).

The organization of a serial space was one of 
the major technical changes in elementary 
education. It made it possible to overcome 
the traditional system (one student working 
for a few minutes with the teacher, while the 
confused group of those waiting is left idle 
and unattended). Determining individual 
places made it possible to control everyone 
and work simultaneously. It organized a new 
economy of learning time. It made the scho-
ol space function as a machine for teaching, 
but also for monitoring, hierarchizing and 
rewarding (Foucault, 1975, p. 144).

Discipline, according to Foucault (1975), 
depends on the art of distribution, which or-
ganizes individuals in space to optimize con-
trol and efficiency. Elements such as enclosu-
re delimit specific spaces, while organization 
into fixed places and ranks establishes hie-
rarchies and functions. This distribution not 
only allows for continuous surveillance, but 
also facilitates the standardization of beha-
viour, integrating individuals into a discipli-
nary system that regulates both bodies and 
actions. The establishment of series prescribes 
each person at their level, in their position, in 
a differentiating role. In the art of distribution, 

discipline first distributes individuals in space 
by surrounding them. Colleges function wi-
thin this logic of insidious and efficient impri-
sonment. Combined with this, the control of 
activities and the timetable is essential. Time 
penetrates the body, and with it all the minute 
controls of power.

The principle of “enclosure” is neither cons-
tant, nor indispensable, nor sufficient in dis-
ciplinary apparatuses. The latter work space 
in a much more flexible and finer way. And 
first of all according to the principle of im-
mediate localization or gridding. Each indi-
vidual in their place; and in each place, an 
individual. Avoid group distributions; break 
down collective deployments; analyze con-
fusing, massive or elusive pluralities, Dis-
ciplinary space tends to be divided into as 
many parts as there are bodies or elements 
to divide. The effects of indecisive divi-
sions must be annulled. The uncontrolled 
disappearance of individuals, their diffuse 
circulation, their unusable and dangerous 
coagulation; a tactic of anti-desertion, anti-
-vacation, anti-agglomeration. It is impor-
tant to establish presences and absences, to 
know where and how to find individuals, to 
establish useful communications, to inter-
rupt others, to be able to monitor each per-
son’s behavior at every moment, to evalua-
te it, to sanction it, to measure qualities or 
merits. A procedure, therefore, for knowing, 
mastering and using. Discipline organizes 
an analytical space (Foucault, 1975, p. 140).

Ninth grade A was a small class with arou-
nd 20 students. Apparently, the class has a 
lower social level, but it is not a school on the 
outskirts, even though it is a central school, 
and was considered the second best in the city 
and among the 100 best in the state of São 
Paulo. The desks lined up in a row had a fixed 
place assigned to each student on the “Room 
Map”, which had to be respected at all times. 
There were no inclusion students in the clas-
sroom.
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By organizing “cells”, “places” and “rows”, dis-
ciplines create complex spaces: architectural, 
functional and hierarchical at the same time. 
They are spaces that fix and allow circulation; 
they cut out individual segments and esta-
blish operative links; they mark places and 
indicate values; they guarantee the obedience 
of individuals, but also a better economy of 
time and gestures. [...] it is both a technique 
of power and a process of knowledge. It is a 
question of organizing the multiple, of obtai-
ning an instrument for traversing and domi-
nating it; it is a question of imposing an “or-
der” on it. (Foucault, 1975, p. 145).

This closed space, cut out, watched at every 
point, where individuals are inserted in a fixed 
place, where the slightest movements are con-
trolled, where all events are recorded, where 
an uninterrupted work of writing connects 
the center and the periphery, where power 
is exercised without division, according to a 
continuous hierarchical figure, where each 
individual is constantly located, examined 
and distributed (Foucault, 1975, p. 192).

You can see the teacher’s strategy of being 
the student’s friend, avoiding hierarchical con-
frontations whenever possible. She is rigid at 
times, but at others she gives way to relaxation. 
Discipline, as analyzed by Foucault (1975), ma-
nufactures “docile” bodies, at once submissive 
and trained, shaped for maximum usefulness 
and efficiency. Through practices such as pu-
nishments and rewards, it regulates behaviour 
and modulates actions, ensuring that norms 
are internalized. In the school corridors and 
even inside the classroom, we can find mani-
festations of a traditional school, where disci-
pline is overvalued, or perhaps the only way to 
get students to stay in class. Wearing a uniform 
is compulsory, but if a student is not wearing 
one, the staff will contact those responsible so 
that the uniform can be brought in as soon as 
possible. This process is sustained by the nor-
malizing sanction, which not only corrects de-
viations, but establishes standards that guide 
individuals, integrating them in a functional 
way with economic and social demands.

At the heart of all disciplinary systems is a 
small penal mechanism. It benefits from 
a kind of privilege of justice, with its own 
laws, its specified offenses, its particular for-
ms of sanction, its instances of judgment. 
The disciplines establish an “infrapenality”; 
they square off a space left empty by the 
laws; they qualify and repress a set of beha-
viors that escaped the great systems of pu-
nishment due to their relative indifference. 
[...] In the workshop, at school, in the army, 
a whole micropenality of time (delays, ab-
sences, interruptions to tasks), of activity 
(inattention, negligence, lack of zeal), of 
manners (rudeness, disobedience), of spee-
ch (chatter, insolence), of the body (“incor-
rect” attitudes, non-conforming gestures, 
dirt), of sexuality (immodesty, indecency) 
functions as a repressor. At the same time, 
a whole series of subtle processes are used 
as punishment, ranging from mild physical 
punishment to minor deprivations and hu-
miliations. At the same time, it is a question 
of making the smallest fractions of conduct 
punishable, and of giving a punitive func-
tion to the apparently indifferent elements 
of the disciplinary apparatus: taking it to the 
extreme, everything can be used to punish 
the smallest thing; every individual is tra-
pped in a punishable-punishing universality 
(Foucault, 1975, p. 175).

Training and docilization reflect the ability 
of disciplinary power to exercise absolute con-
trol over the body of individuals, transforming 
it into a manipulable, useful and intelligible 
instrument. This policy of coercion seeks to 
subject the body to strict control, imposing li-
mitations, prohibitions and obligations throu-
gh constant and uninterrupted coercion. The 
body, converted into an object of use and im-
provement, becomes docile even in the smal-
lest operations, while showing the functioning 
of an organism subjected to conditions of sur-
veillance and discipline. Disciplinary power 
not only organizes the body into an analytical 
and “cellular” individuality, adjusted to econo-
mic and social demands, but also recognizes 
and acts on its “organic” dimension, integrating 
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natural aspects into the functioning of broader 
control systems (Foucault, 1975).

Disciplinary punishment has the function of 
reducing deviations. It must therefore be es-
sentially corrective. Alongside punishments 
copied from the judicial model (fines, flog-
ging, dungeons), disciplinary systems favor 
punishments that are of the order of exercise 
- intensified, multiplied, often repeated lear-
ning (Foucault, 1975, p. 176).

In the school corridors and even inside 
the classroom, we can find signs of a traditio-
nal school, where discipline is overrated, or 
perhaps the only way to get students to stay in 
class. Wearing a uniform is compulsory, but if 
a student isn’t wearing one, the staff will con-
tact those responsible so that the uniform can 
be brought in as soon as possible. 

In discipline, punishment is just one element 
of a dual system: gratification-sanction. And 
it is this system that becomes operative in the 
process of training and correction. The tea-
cher must avoid using punishments as much 
as possible; on the contrary, he must try to 
make rewards more frequent than punish-
ments, the lazy being more incited by the 
desire to be rewarded like the diligent than 
by the fear of punishment; for this reason it 
will be very profitable, when the teacher is 
obliged to use punishment, for him to win 
the child’s heart, if he can, before applying 
the punishment”. (Foucault, 1975, p. 177).

The history teacher, who was helpful and 
had been in the profession for over 20 years, 
tried to understand and collaborate with the 
research. Her teaching was not robotized; she 
was very committed and used participatory 
methodologies. She was always attentive, lis-
tened to the students’ stories and questions 
and acted out what it would feel like to be un-
der censorship with a piece of tape over her 
mouth and eyes. She used a number of play-
ful resources to help the students understand 
the theme of the Military Dictatorship - son-
gs, mind maps, videos - which referred to the 
theme and the historical period. The class was 

generally attentive to everything the teacher 
said. According to Prensky (2010), technolo-
gy does not replace the role of the teacher in 
the classroom, but rather helps to guide and 
present the content in a different way, such as 
using images or videos. 

The lesson was marked by creativity and 
a different didactic approach. The teacher 
says that this way of teaching is her attitu-
de towards the subject, because the state has 
strict learning guidelines and most teachers 
just do what the material asks them to do in 
the classroom, using standard digital material. 
She personally chooses to contextualize the 
themes, making theoretical references, with a 
stance of resistance to standardized teaching. 
Traditional school methods tend to form a 
shapeless mass, where the automatism of ha-
bits creates perpetually available individuals, 
similar to “machine men”. This approach re-
duces the soul to a materialistic perspective, 
prioritizing conformity and control over sub-
jectivity. The aim is not just to increase skills 
or deepen subjection, but to establish a rela-
tionship in which the same disciplinary pro-
cess makes the individual more obedient and, 
at the same time, more useful within the so-
cial system.

The training of schoolchildren should be 
done in the same way: few words, no ex-
planations, at most a total silence that 
would only be interrupted by signals - bells, 
clapping, gestures, a simple look from the te-
acher, or even that little wooden device that 
the Brothers of the Christian Schools used; 
it was called par excellence the “Signal” and 
was supposed to signify in its machine-li-
ke brevity both the technique of command 
and the morality of obedience. [...] The pu-
pil must learn the code of signals and auto-
matically respond to each one. The mutual 
school will take this control of behavior even 
further by the system of signals to which one 
must react immediately. Even verbal orders 
must function as signals (Foucault, 1975, p. 
163 and 164).
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When teaching is reduced to training, it 
ceases to be a means of critical liberation and 
becomes a tool for functional training. This 
approach prioritizes the reproduction of ha-
bits, technical skills and the docility of bodies, 
neglecting the formation of subjects capable 
of questioning and transforming reality. From 
this perspective, learning is limited to adap-
ting to institutional norms and requirements, 
aligning itself with economic and social inte-
rests that maintain power relations. Instead of 
promoting autonomy and critical thinking, 
teaching as training reinforces passivity and 
conformity, preventing the full development 
of individuals capable of resisting and creating 
new horizons of meaning.

Surveillance becomes a decisive economic 
operator, insofar as it is both an internal part 
of the production apparatus and a specific cog 
in disciplinary power. The same movement 
took place in the reorganization of elemen-
tary education; surveillance was specified and 
integrated into the pedagogical relationship. 
The development of parochial schools, the in-
crease in their number of pupils, the lack of 
methods to simultaneously regulate the acti-
vity of an entire class, the disorder and confu-
sion that resulted from this made it necessary 
to organize controls (Foucault, 1975, p. 172).

The professional understands that the me-
thodology of her way of teaching stems from 
the demands of a generation that values a 
more horizontal, participatory relationship 
and more dynamic teaching, as well as being 
completely saturated with technology in all 
environments. The students, for the most 
part, were respectful of the teacher, even with 
little side conversations. Inspection works at 
all times. The eye is everywhere.

Hierarchical surveillance: The exercise of 
discipline presupposes a device that compels 
through the play of the gaze: an apparatus 
where the techniques that allow us to see in-
duce effects of power, and where, in return, 
the means of coercion make clearly visible 
those on whom they are applied (Foucault, 
1975, p. 168).

From the perspective of school psycholo-
gy, this stance not only favors student engage-
ment, but also contributes to the development 
of critical and reflective skills, in line with 
pedagogical practices that promote subjecti-
vation and student protagonism. This initiati-
ve, however, is seen as an exception, as many 
educators remain restricted to curricular im-
positions, which highlights the challenges of 
balancing teacher autonomy and centralized 
educational policies.  Another aspect to be ob-
served is the evaluation model of traditional 
schools, which also raises alarm bells from a 
Foucauldian perspective. 

The exam combines the techniques of the 
hierarchy that watches and those of the 
sanction that normalizes. It is a normalizing 
control, a surveillance that makes it possible 
to qualify, classify and punish. It establishes 
a visibility over individuals through which 
they are differentiated and sanctioned. This 
is why, in all disciplinary devices, the exam 
is highly ritualized. It brings together the ce-
remony of power and the form of experien-
ce, the demonstration of force and the esta-
blishment of truth. (Foucault, 1975, p. 181)

The traditional architecture of the scho-
ol, characterized by bars on all the windows, 
directly refers to the Foucauldian concept of 
the discipline of bodies and Panoptism. This 
model of surveillance, as described by Fou-
cault and expanded by Castro (2024), does 
not focus on relations of sovereignty, but on 
relations of discipline, concentrating on the 
distribution of individuals in a grid space and 
the formation of a data collection system. 

A whole problematic then develops: that of 
an architecture that is no longer made sim-
ply to be seen (the grandeur of palaces), or 
to monitor the outside space (the geometry 
of fortresses), but to allow an interior control, 
articulated and detailed - to make those who 
are in it visible; more generally, that of an ar-
chitecture that would be an operator for the 
transformation of individuals: to act on those 
it houses, to give control over their behavior, 
to bring the effects of power back to them, to 
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offer them knowledge, to modify them. [...] 
Just as the school-building must be an opera-
tor for training (Foucault, 1975, p. 169).

In panopticism, surveillance is exerci-
sed over individuals not so much in terms of 
what they do, but in terms of what they are 
and what they can do, and everything can be 
seen at all times. The Panopticon, as described 
by Foucault, is compared to a real zoo, where 
man replaces the animal, individual distribu-
tion gives way to the specific group, and the 
king gives way to the machinery of a stealthy 
and impersonal power. 

Functioning as an experimentation machi-
ne, the Panopticon is designed to modify beha-
viour, train or retrain individuals, making it a 
powerful instrument of control and standardi-
zation. It also operates as a laboratory of power, 
whose effectiveness and penetration into hu-
man behavior is amplified by the mechanis-
ms of observation. This increase in knowledge 
allows power to discover and normalize new 
objects of knowledge in all the areas in which it 
operates, expanding and reinforcing its reach.

Activity control (strict start and finish ti-
mes) is indispensable for discipline. The prin-
ciple of no idleness: it is forbidden to waste 
time (Foucault, 1975). There are strict entry 
and exit times, and the use of cell phones in 
the classroom is not allowed under any cir-
cumstances. The tests follow the traditional 
assessment model with mock tests and exams. 
The two fans in the classroom are noisy, for-
cing the teacher to speak louder. The demons-
tration of this rigidity in timetables, together 
with the ban on cell phones in the classroom, 
shows the application of disciplinary devices 
which, when used, seek to ensure control over 
students’ bodies and attention. The physical 
environment is also a hindrance to learning, 
requiring teachers to try to communicate in 
the classroom. The break takes place between 
classes and lasts 15 minutes. The environment 
is very airy, with good ventilation and light. 

There is plenty of space in the playgrou-
nd. The students sit in small “tribes”, where 
communication occurs not only through ver-
bal language, but also through gestures, pos-
tures and the use of cell phones. The tribes su-
ggest a discursive dynamic of social belonging 
and identity construction. 

There was only one wheelchair user in the 
school environment, which may suggest that 
there is a stance of exclusion or false social in-
clusion, and that the school is not fully prepa-
red to interact with bodies that are outside the 
norm, the marginalized who don’t fit the stan-
dards set by the social norm, operating phy-
sical and social barriers. If wheelchair users 
are not integrated into the “tribes” mentioned 
or into classroom discourse, this may suggest 
that they occupy a peripheral space in social 
and educational interactions. This is a major 
challenge for people with disabilities in terms 
of social participation, as the absence of other 
students with disabilities can also reflect ex-
clusionary practices in enrolment processes, 
inadequate transport or a lack of specialized 
support, indicating that there are more exter-
nal factors contributing to this reality.

CONCLUSION
The article sets out to analyze non-verbal 

parameters in the school environment from 
an ethnographic approach and based on Fou-
cauldian concepts of discipline and power. It 
highlights how the architecture, pedagogi-
cal practices, routines and interpersonal re-
lationships of educational institutions reflect 
the logics of social control and normalization. 
The history of education demonstrates a conti-
nuous process of adaptation to cultural, social 
and economic changes, from antiquity to mo-
dernity, showing transformations in curricula 
and teaching methods. Models such as Locke’s 
“clean slate” and Dewey’s progressive proposals 
have shaped contemporary teaching principles, 
incorporating democratic and rational values.
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School psychology and educators such as 
Paulo Freire and Bell Hooks have brought 
approaches centered on the individual, de-
fending inclusive practices that favor critical 
thinking and the fight against inequalities. 
In Brazil, the inclusion of school psycholo-
gists was formalized by Law 13.935/2019, 
reinforcing the importance of addressing 
socio-emotional aspects in learning. Howe-
ver, implementation faces challenges related 
to infrastructure and multidisciplinary in-
tegration. The advances indicate the need to 
articulate formal education and community 
context, promoting a school environment that 
respects diversity and fosters critical and so-
cially engaged citizens.

The ethnographic methodology stands out 
as an important tool in investigating the scho-
ol environment, as it allows for deep and con-
textualized immersion in everyday educatio-
nal life. Through participant observation, the 
school psychologist can understand the social, 
cultural and pedagogical dynamics, taking 
into account the totality of school practices, 
their multiple interactions and influences. 
This approach is not limited to the analysis 
of quantitative data, but seeks to understand 
the meanings attributed by the participants, 
considering the organizational, pedagogical 
and socio-political/cultural dimensions of the 
school. The method facilitates the construc-
tion of interventions that are more attuned to 
the reality of the students and the school envi-
ronment, promoting a more holistic and com-
plex understanding of educational relations.

Discipline in the school context in the light 
of Foucault’s ideas, highlighting how power 
is exercised over the bodies and behaviors of 
individuals. In the classical era, the body be-
gan to be seen as a target for control, either 
through techniques aimed at its obedience, 
or through the organization of spaces and ti-
mes in order to shape it efficiently. The school 
emerges as a crucial institution in the appli-

cation of these techniques, transforming the 
bodies of students into disciplined and docile 
objects by controlling surveillance and distri-
bution in space.

The organization of schools, according to 
Foucault, implies the creation of a series of 
procedures aimed at efficiently controlling 
students by occupying specific spaces. This 
control not only physically organizes indivi-
duals in predetermined locations, but also 
distributes them in hierarchical systems, 
allowing them to be monitored, evaluated and 
punished according to pre-established norms. 
Surveillance is applied ruthlessly, trying to 
eliminate confusion and idleness, behaviours 
that are standardized.

In the specific case of the Franca State 
Comprehensive School, we observed an ins-
titution that imposes disciplinary practices 
by regulating space and behavior. The desks 
lined up in rows with fixed places are desig-
ned to create a functional order, allowing each 
student to have their performance monitored 
and judged. The school environment is care-
fully designed to ensure control, and the ar-
chitecture itself is a tool of discipline.

The function of discipline is not only to 
control, but also to correct deviations through 
punishments, which can be physical or psycho-
logical, and rewards. This relationship is cen-
tral to the education system, with the aim of 
transforming students into obedient and func-
tional individuals within the social system. The 
uniform requirement and the penalties for not 
wearing it are examples of this sanction, which 
seeks to ensure conformity. Discipline results 
in a normalization of bodies, subtracting the 
ability to resist and question.

However, the history teacher’s analysis re-
veals a different stance within the traditional 
school. She seeks to offer a participatory and 
creative approach, using playful and multi-
dimensional resources to promote learning, 
contextualizing the content and stimulating 
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critical reflection. This methodology is oppo-
sed to the technical approach that simplifies 
teaching to a mere repetition of skills. The te-
acher positions herself as a resistance to stan-
dardized teaching and rigid guidelines, pro-
posing a more horizontal relationship focused 
on the role of the students.

Finally, the space of the school, reflecting 
the Foucauldian concept of “Panoptism”, allows 
constant control over the students. Surveillance 
takes place in a subtle way, through the environ-

ment and the physical structure, which impose 
limits on the forms of interaction and behavior 
of the students. At the same time, the analysis 
highlights the exclusion of students with di-
sabilities, revealing how the school structure 
is not always inclusive or accessible, reflecting 
practices of marginalization that still persist 
in society. Discipline and control, applied dis-
proportionately and impersonally, function as 
forms of social control that limit students’ free-
dom and critical potential.
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