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Abstract 

This paper explores the spatial dimensions of neoliberalism, in relation to educational policy 

change in the inner city of Sydney, Australia. It offers a response to Peck and Tickell’s (2002) 

challenge that studies of neoliberalism are often undertaken as discrete macro or micro 

analyses without attention to the links between, and across, these scales. The paper posits the 

notion of ‘neoliberal spatial technologies’, a bricolage of neoliberalism, governmentality and 

relational space, to contribute to cross-scalar understandings of neoliberalism in relation to 

inner city educational policy change. An adumbrated analysis is presented of the practices 

surrounding the outcome of educational policy change in inner Sydney. The paper concludes 

that these practices, drawing on discourses of neoliberalism and relational space, constitute 

particular students as possible neoliberal educational subjects.  

 

Key words: education, neoliberal, space, policy, governmentality 



 

 

 

4 

‘Neoliberal spatial technologies’: on the practices of 

educational policy change  

 

In many ways neoliberalism is a meta-narrative. It is a conceptual marker, an indicator of processes 

and practices and a description of outcomes. While this is not to accede an inevitability to 

neoliberalism (see Saul, 2005), it is to acknowledge that by the 1980s ‘neoliberalism both as a 

governmentality and policy mix had taken deep root’ (Peters, 2001: 22) that continues into the early 

twenty-first century. In this paper I am interested in the spatial dimensions of neoliberalism 

pertaining to educational policy change in the inner city of Sydney, Australiai. In pursuing this 

interest I wish to address Peck and Tickell’s (2002) challenge that: 

 

[a]ttempts to conceive neoliberalism in specifically geographical terms also call for a careful 

mapping of the neoliberal offensive…together with a discussion of how ‘local’ institutional 

forms of neoliberalism relate to its more general (ideological) character. This means walking 

a line of sorts between producing, on the one hand, overgeneralized accounts of a monolithic 

and omnipresent neoliberalism, which tend to be insufficiently sensitive to its local 

variability and complex internal constitution, and on the other hand, excessively concrete and 

contingent analyses of (local) neoliberal strategies, which are inadequately attentive to the 

substantial connections and necessary characteristics of neoliberalism as an extralocal project 

(Peck & Tickell, 2002: 381-82). 

 

This ‘walking the line’ also has some relevance for policy studies, as ‘*o+ne of the tensions which runs 

through all varieties of policy analysis is that between the need to attend to the local particularities 

of policy making and policy enactment and the need to be aware of general patterns and apparent 

communalities or convergence across localities (Ball, 1998: 119). Therefore, this paperii has two 

related aims. First, I wish to offer a response to Peck and Tickell’s challenge by suggesting that a 

problem arises when the binary between ‘monolithic’ or macro, and ‘concrete’ or micro is 

reproduced, a problem that may be addressed through Foucault’s ‘governmental rationalities’ that 

draw ‘together the levels of “micro” and “macro” analyses of power’ (C. Gordon, 1994: xxv). 

Secondly, I posit what I call ‘neoliberal spatial technologies’ as a conceptual and descriptive bricolage 

to rework the above binary problem. I see this bricolage as a framework of possibility that brings 

together neoliberalism, governmentality and relational space to understand ‘some of the 

contingencies of the systems of power that we inhabit – and which inhabit us – today’ (Barry, 

Osborne & Rose, 1996: 4). Adopting a speculative, even tentative, sensibility I am curious about 

whether this framework can contribute to understandings of neoliberalism across scale, and in 

relation to inner city educational policy change. I attempt to sate my curiosity by presenting a 

necessarily adumbrated analysis of the practices surrounding the outcome of educational policy 

change in inner Sydney during the years 2001 to 2003. This policy, developed by the New South 
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Wales Department of Education and Training (DET) in Australia, was titled Building the Future: an 

education plan for inner Sydney (DET, 2001a; 2001b) and outlined a restructuring of inner city state 

education in the form of closures and ‘amalgamations’ of more than 15 primary and secondary 

schools across inner Sydney. It aimed to provide the conditions for revitalising inner city education, 

with the rationale for structural change including spatial concerns such as: 

 

 families are moving from inner city to outer suburban areas for affordable 

housing… 

 families see the falling numbers at some local schools and choose to send 

children elsewhere for a sense of confidence and stability (DET, 2001a: 4). 

 

One outcome of Building the Future is the Greenfield Community School, located in the inner city 

area of South Sydney. Opened in 2003 this is a K-12 school, created from the closure and 

amalgamation of Roundtree, Greenville and Gladestown primary schools and Green Road Secondary 

School. As a result Greenfield school is the only state primary or secondary school serving three 

inner city suburbs. With the school as my focal point I aim to look at a particular type of ‘policy 

effect’ (Ball, 1993, 1994), where policy is interpreted, implemented, and modified. I am interested, 

then, in the practices of policy, or in what Ball (1993; 1994) calls ‘policy as discourse’, that attend to 

the interplay of agency and constraint. Here discourse is asserted ‘as practices that systematically 

form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1972: 49), and I am concerned with: 

 

grasping the conditions that make these [practices] acceptable at a given moment; the 

hypothesis being that these types of practice are not just governed by institutions, prescribed 

by ideologies, guided by pragmatic circumstances – whatever role these elements may 

actually play, but up to a point, possess their own specific regularities, logic, strategy, self-

evidence, and ‘reason’. It is a question of analyzing a ‘regime of practices’ – practices being 

understood here as places where what is said and what is done, rules imposed and reasons 

given, the planned and the taken-for-granted meet and interconnect (Foucault, 1994b: 225). 

 

Thus, with the dual aims of providing a response, and proposing an analytical possibility, this paper 

will, one, outline my methodological concerns with an emphasis on ethnography and poststructural 

criticism; two, connect neoliberalism, governmentality and subjectivity; and, three, identify how 

‘neoliberal spatial technologies’ may contribute to understanding, and re-inscribing, ‘regimes’ of 

policy practice as spatial concerns within, and through, an inner Sydney education market. I 

conclude that in the practices associated with the new Greenfield school, particular students, such 

as ‘aspirational’ Aboriginal students, are constituted as possible, even desirable, neoliberal 

educational subjectsiii.  
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Methodological concerns 
This paper draws on data from a project undertaken between 2002 and 2004 on the interplay of 

urban renewal, education policy and identity in inner Sydney. Semi-structured interviews were 

undertaken, including with a key DET bureaucrat involved in the development of the Building the 

Future policy, members of community groups involved with social housing or the provision of social 

services, members of government social service agencies and senior executives of the Greenfield 

Community School. Additional relevant data were generated from policy documents, websites, and 

various unpublished documentary sources.  

 

My primary research approaches in the broader project included ethnography and poststructural 

criticisms, notably around concerns with discourse and power (e.g. Foucault, 1994d). I recognise 

possible tensions between conceptions of ethnography, such as descriptive and theoretical 

ethnography, and poststructuralism, particularly around representation and meaning (see Ball, 

1994). Yet I find these tensions productive, particularly in light of Youdell’s (2006) contention that: 

 

[t]he notion of a purely descriptive ethnography is itself underpinned by particular theoretical 

frames – descriptive ethnography does not stand outside discourse, it is engaged in the 

citation and inscription of theory…The question becomes, then, not whether ethnography is 

theoretical, but how far its theoretical framework is made explicit and worked through 

research questions, data generation, analysis and writing (Youdell, 2006: 60, original 

emphasis). 

 

The theoretical framework for this paper relates to poststructural criticisms (see Cherryholmes, 

1988: 13-14 cited in Peters & Burbules, 2004: 55) and openings, ‘of interruption and disruption – in 

the (uncertain) hope that this will generate possibilities for things to happen that are closed off by 

the epistemologies of certainty’ (Stronach & MacLure, 1997: 5). 

 

So, for example, in terms of the interview data referred to in this paper, I consider that: 

 

Language and speech do not mirror experience. They create experience and in the process of 

creation constantly transform and defer that which is being described. The meaning of a 

subject’s statements are therefore, always in motion (Denzin, 1997: 5). 

 

Similarly pertinent is St Pierre’s (2000) assertion that ‘poststructuralism is not concerned with asking 

essentializing questions about the “meaning” of anything, including discourse, since meaning can 
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never be found, but must, as Derrida (1974/ 1967) explains, always be deferred’ (p.485). Whilst I am 

interested in the conceptual and descriptive possibilities of ‘neoliberal spatial technologies’, I am 

not, however, suggesting that this allows me to lay claim to definitive statements about educational 

policy change in inner Sydney. Nonetheless, the radical hermeneutics suggested by St Pierre posits 

poststructural criticisms as possible ‘frames’ for examining neoliberalism. At the risk of pre-empting 

the links made in the next section: 

 

what is distinctive about the politics of poststructuralism is that its myriad forms provide clear 

and strong analyses of contemporary neoliberalism as a form of governmentality based on the 

intimate connection between government and self-government that has been extended and 

developed through expert systems and knowledges of the human sciences. (Peters, 2001: 13-

4) 

 

It is to the links between neoliberalism, governmentality and the subject that I now move. 

Neoliberalism, governmentality and the subject 

Neoliberalism as identified within geography, specifically political and economic geography, has its 

‘origin’ in reference to ‘contemporary urban restructuring in North American cities’ (Brenner & 

Theodore, 2005: 101). It is also a way of describing a set of economic doctrines, with a focus on the 

‘free market’, as well as an articulation of conditions of social existence within urban areas (Brenner 

& Theodore, 2002, 2005; Peck & Tickell, 2002). Within critical educational studies there is a similar 

variegation of neoliberal projects, and research foci, associated with choice, markets, and 

entrepreneurial individuals (e.g. Apple, 2001a; 2001b; L. Gordon & Whitty, 1997).  

 

Whilst accepting the notion of neoliberal projects, I am interested in the specificity of neoliberalism, 

or what Brenner and Theodore (2005) see as neoliberalism ‘articulated through contextually specific 

strategies. Neoliberalism does not exist in a single, “pure” form, but is always articulated through 

historically and geographically specific strategies of institutional transformation and ideological 

rearticulation’ (p.102, original emphasis). The focusing on a particular site in this paper, that of inner 

Sydney, is not intended to deny the mediation of scales that characterises various projects of 

neoliberalism; indeed this is part of the paper’s remit. Rather that, as Jessop (2002) asserts, 

‘*a+lthough neoliberal projects are being pursued on many different and often tangled scales, it is in 

cities and city-regions that the various contradictions and tensions … are expressed most saliently in 

everyday life’ (p.452). 

 

Additionally, I wish to examine how neoliberalism depends ‘upon the active mobilization of state 

power’ (Brenner & Theodore, 2005: 102, original emphasis). This can occur as state intervention, 

and, as Jessop (2002) suggests, ‘*t+he economic, social and political measures pursued in support of 

the neoliberal project generally seem to involve a paradoxical increase in intervention’ (p.454). 
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Furthermore, the neoliberal project(s) is paradoxically decentralised and centralised, and specialised, 

in approaches to intervention, with an emphasis on the deployment of modes of expertise. 

 

Of key importance to neo-liberalism … is the development of techniques of auditing, 

accounting and management that enable a ‘market’ for public services to be established 

autonomous from central control. Neo-liberalism, in these terms, involves less a retreat from 

governmental ‘intervention’ than a re-inscription of the techniques and forms of expertise 

required for the exercise of government (Barry et al., 1996: 14).  

 

These interventions also have cultural forms, such as conflating the ‘public’ and ‘private’, and the 

‘development of an “enterprise society” as a deliberate policy goal involving the privatization of the 

public sector, the development of quasi-markets, marketization of education and health, and an 

emphasis on a national curriculum of competition and enterprise’ (Peters, 2001: 21-2).  

 

Furthermore, in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries incarnations of neoliberalism 

were and are morphing into ‘more socially interventionist and ameliorative forms’ (Peck & Tickell, 

2002: 389) where ‘new technologies of government *were and+ are being designed and rolled out’ 

(Peck & Tickell, 2002: 389). In studies of educational policy change the notion of ‘technologies’ 

underpins much work, such as that looking at ‘non-interventionary intervention’(Ball, 1998: 125), 

where the state is steering from a distance (Rose, 1996). ‘Technologies’ also connect to Foucault’s 

notion of governmentality (Dean, 1999; Foucault, 1994a), that is primarily concerned with ‘practice’, 

and, as Rose (1996) notes: 

 

[a]s an array of technologies of government, governmentality is to be analyzed in terms of the 

strategies, techniques and procedures through which different authorities seek to enact 

programmes of government in relation to the materials and forces to hand and the resistances 

and oppositions anticipated or encountered. (p.42, original emphasis)  

 

On the one hand, there are constraining ‘technologies of domination’ (Peters, 2001: 127) that ‘act 

upon the possibilities of action of other people. To govern in this sense is to structure the possible 

field of action of others’ (Foucault, 1994d: 341). On the other hand, there is the possibility of 

freedom, of agency, or ‘technologies of the self’ that ‘permit individuals “to effect certain operations 

on their own bodies, souls, thoughts, conduct and way of being” (Foucault, 1982: 18), so as to 

reconstruct and transform themselves to attain certain states of wisdom, perfection, purity, and 

even happiness’ (Peters, 2001: 127). This tension between constraint and agency, in terms of 

subjectivity and neoliberalism, is eloquently outlined by Bondi who, following Larner (2000), 

suggests that: 
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[a]s a form of governmentality, neoliberalism works by installing a concept of the human 

subject as an autonomous, individualised, self-directing, decision-making agent at the heart 

of policy-making. In so far as this vision of the human subject is recognised and assimilated, 

people are recruited into neoliberal forms of governmentality, even if they also, 

simultaneously, seek to resist some of its effects (Bondi, 2005: 499). 

 

In this paper, I am curious about how these ‘neoliberal technologies’, discourses of neoliberalism, 

with a focus on the positioning of particular subjectivities, and ‘technologies of government’, 

operate spatially in the practices of educational policy change. Arguably, these spatial deployments 

or what I am calling ‘neoliberal spatial technologies’, provide conditions of possibility, or conditions 

of ‘recruitment’, for neoliberal educational subjectivities to be conceived and constituted.  

 

Constituting change in inner Sydney: on space, ‘race’iv and 

schooling 
As is inferred by the above, neoliberalism is as much a set of geographical projects as identity and 

economic projects. It is possible to conceive of neoliberal ‘change’ in terms of a particular type of 

space, relational space (e.g. Lefebvre, 1991; Murdock, 2006)v, articulated through the interplay of 

power, discourse and practices. Massey (2005) asserts that relations are about ‘embedded practices’ 

and that ‘*s+pace does not exist prior to identities/ entities and their relations. More generally … 

identities/ entities, the relations ‘between’ them, and the spatiality which is part of them, are all co-

constitutive’ (p.10). Additionally, Foucault (1994c) maintains ‘*s+pace is fundamental in any form of 

communal life. Space is fundamental in any exercise of power’ (p.361). This exercise of power 

concerns an intersection of power and knowledge, or more accurately power/knowledge, 

emphasising the idea that ‘knowledge in the human sciences is not disinterested, neutral, objective 

or value-free; rather it is inextricably entwined with relations of power. Power produces knowledge 

and power and knowledge directly imply one another’ (Peters & Burbules, 2004: 44). There is a focus 

on discursive practices that, in recalling my concern with a macro and micro binary, can usefully 

attend to ‘networks of power, subsisting at every point from the most “local” to the most “global,” 

[and that] are formed, related to each other, and transformed’ (M. P. Smith, 2001: 127, original 

emphasis). Therefore, in the following, I aim to explore how relational space is mobilised through 

discursive practices to constitute the inner city of Sydney and inner city schooling, in different but 

related ways: as disadvantaged yet ‘renewing’; as dangerous and ‘racialised’; and as needing 

improvement and ‘policy remediation’. 

 

The Building the Future policy documents constitute inner city state schooling as disadvantaged in 

terms of curriculum breadth and access to extra-curricular activities, whilst simultaneously 

presenting a model for inner city schooling ‘revitalisation’ (DET, 2001a; 2001b). Similarly, the inner 
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city area of Sydney, including the suburbs of Redfern and Waterloo, has been positioned as 

significantly disadvantaged according to statistical representations such as indices of deprivation, 

including unemployment, income and housing (e.g. Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001; South 

Sydney City Council, 2003). This representation of disadvantage is concurrent, though somehow also 

more enduring, with other representations that point to the increasing amount of state, private and 

corporate investment and associated renewal in the inner city, such as public-private partnerships 

like Green Square, a massive redevelopment of ‘brown space’ between the CBD and Sydney Airport 

(see South Sydney Development Corporation, 2003). These types of redevelopments can also be 

situated not so much in terms of redressing inequalities within the inner city but rather as part of 

neoliberal urban planning ‘towards facilitating efficient urban outcomes – the vision of the 

productive city’ (McGuirk & O'Neill, 2002: 303). 

 

The second constitution of the inner city relates to the representation of Redfern as the symbolic 

centre of urban Aboriginalityvi, with one particular area ‘The Block’, land owned and managed by the 

Aboriginal Housing Corporation, as a contentious focal point for ‘Black – White’ relations (e.g. 

Anderson, 1993; Kohen, 2000). Often Aboriginality in the inner city is conflated with danger, with 

Redfern ‘remain*ing+ a feared part of the inner city, even within the … context of escalating 

gentrification’ (Shaw, 2000: 294). This constitution of a ‘dangerous’ area and its conflation with 

‘race’, is also played out in terms of educational policy change, such as the bringing together of 

different school populations to form the new Greenfield school. The Greenville Primary School was 

believed to have a more ‘middle class’ student population, whilst Roundtree Public School was 

deemed to have a majority of Aboriginal students. Mr Williams, a member of the senior executive at 

Greenfield, notes: 

 

a big part of bringing the schools together was, and still is, overcoming perceptions…in 

certain parts of the community about other parts of the community. For instance…a lot of 

work had to be done, to build the confidence of the Greenville Public School community to 

have their kids at the same school as the kids from Roundtree, because…of the 

perceptions…about things like misbehaviour, violence, etcetera, that remains a big issue.  

(Mr Williams, Greenfield school) 

 

Space here is constituted by, and constitutive of, ongoing ‘racial’ dilemmas and tensions within the 

Australian nation state, played out at the ‘local’ scale of the school. What is also significant, and 

what I return to below, is that schools operating in and within neoliberal regimes of practice 

constitute these perceptions as an issue in terms of human interaction and in terms of the 

placement of a product (e.g. student, school) in a market. As noted above, one of the reasons that 

the DET gave for closing the inner city schools and creating Greenfield community school was 

‘families see the falling numbers at some local schools and choose to send children elsewhere for a 

sense of confidence and stability’ (DET, 2001a: 4). These elements of ‘choice’ and consumerism can 

certainly be identified as components of neoliberalism.  
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Marketization…seeks various forms of distance between the political and the expert 

machines: an apparent devolution of regulatory powers from ‘above’ – planning and 

compulsion – to ‘below’ – the decisions of consumers. In its ideal form, this imagines a ‘free 

market’ where the regulations between citizens and experts are not organized and regulated 

through compulsion but through acts of choice (Rose, 1996: 54). 

 

A third, but by no means the final, possible way of positioning the inner city is to see it as in disrepair 

and needing ‘improvement’. For example, Redfern, and again specifically the area of ‘The Block’, is 

consistently reported in mainstream media as a ‘trouble spot’ that needs remedying (see Jull, 2004), 

and ‘The Block is presented as Sydney’s own “black ghetto” (Anderson, 1999), spiralling out of 

control and imploding in a sea of drugs and crime’ (Shaw, 2000: 294). 

 

This type of ‘racial’ positioning of the inner city plays out in inner city schooling, such as the 

positioning of the new Greenfield school as ‘not-a-ghetto’. Mr Lewis, a senior DET bureaucrat who 

was a key participant in the development of Building the Future, states that the aim of the 

Greenfield school is: 

 

to try and have a brand new, bright, shiny, attractive option to people locally, and by doing 

that have it not seen as a ghetto like arrangement that was just there servicing one section of 

the community, but a school serving all the community. 

(Mr Lewis, DET bureaucrat) 

 

In relation to a school like the now closed Roundtree primary, that had a high proportion of 

Aboriginal students, the ‘ghetto’ is ‘racialised’. The requirement of revitalisation of the Greenfield 

school ‘product’ under Building the Future operates, in a sense, to distinguish it from the ‘ghetto-

Aboriginal-dangerous’ constitution of the previous schools and the inner city. The new Greenfield 

school now dilutes the previously ‘racialised’ Roundtree primary school. 

 

Furthermore, convergent with this constitution, the inner city, like the inner city schooling system, 

also seems to be targeted for ‘policy remediation’, with two types of urban policy responses 

paralleling Building the Future. The first is a social policy approach within the discursive framework 

of community capacity building; what might be considered as ‘technologies of agency’, comprising of 

‘technologies of citizenship (Cruickshank 1993, 1994 cited by Dean, 1999: 168), that are: 
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the multiple techniques of self-esteem, empowerment and of consultation and 

negotiation…[that] come into play when certain individuals, groups and communities 

become…targeted populations, i.e. populations that manifest high risk , or are composed of 

individuals deemed at risk…[T]hese technologies of agency [aim]…to transform their status, 

to make them active citizens capable, as individuals and communities, of managing their own 

risk (Dean, 1999: 168). 

 

This community capacity building thus has the aim of ‘improving the abilities of communities to 

enhance their quality of life’. These ‘abilities’ are seen to include different forms of ‘social capital’ 

including ‘trust (bonding social capital)’ and ‘effective and inclusive communication/ participation/ 

engagement measures across a community (bridging social capital)’ (NSW Government Premier's 

Department, 2004). The second policy response involves urban renewal, such as Green Square noted 

above, as part of inner city neoliberal re-visioning that aims to attract new types of populations to 

the inner city, particularly the affluent middle-classes (N. Smith, 2002; Weber, 2002). This different 

population would then mean a ‘better’ social mix, a combination of material ‘remediation’ and the 

reconstitution of inner city subjects. Mr Kelly, an inner city social housing advocate, makes sense of 

this urban ‘remediation’ in terms of the conflation between renewing an area and renewing a 

population.  

 

When people talk about improving an area, are they really talking about improving the area 

or improving things for the people living in the area? One way in some views I’m sure, one 

way to improve this whole area, is to kick out all the public tenants, pull down all the public 

housing, and put nicer people in, you know, but does that help the people living here? Not 

necessarily, not if they’re bunged off in some greenfield development on the edge of town 

with no services, no transport, no nothing, no access to your family and your circle of 

friends, and that’s out of the frying pan and into the fire, I reckon.  

(Mr Kelly, Social housing advocate) 

 

It is not only the material deprivation that is to be ‘fixed’ but also those who inhabitant the area, an 

interplay of the material, policy and subjectivity (see Gulson, 2005). Similarly, discourses of ‘renewal’ 

and ‘remediation’ are drawn upon by those associated with the Greenfield school to reposition the 

types of students that they see as central to its mission.  

 

‘Neoliberal spatial technologies’ and the practices of policy 
Here I wish to be somewhat speculative, to tentatively examine the analytic possibilities of 

‘neoliberal spatial technologies’, particularly in terms of how: 
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neoliberalism provides an agenda of possibilities for those with the power to enact change. 

But this agenda must be devised and played out in historical and geographical circumstances 

which may compete with the idea of neoliberalism to determine the scope of what is possible 

(O'Neill & Argent, 2005: 5). 

 

An ‘agenda of possibilities’ was in play after the new Greenfield school opened in 2003 with, I think, 

some of the Greenfield school practices able to be seen as the enactment of ‘neoliberal spatial 

technologies’. Of particular interest is how some people associated with the Greenfield school draw 

on a number of different discourses, including those around the ‘remediation’ of the inner city, the 

Building the Future policy, and the demands of an education market, to construct notions of what 

might be considered a possible, even likely or desirable, neoliberal educational subject.  

 

Student enrolments in the schools that closed and/or amalgamated to become Greenfield school 

dropped significantly over the preceding 20 years (New South Wales Parliament Legislative Council: 

General Purpose Standing Committee No 1, 2002), though during this time a fairly stable Aboriginal 

student population remained. In 2003, out of 337 students at the new Greenfield school, 

approximately 240 were Aboriginal (Port Jackson District Office, 2003). Thus, when the new 

Greenfield school opened it had many ‘already existing’ Aboriginal inner city students who needed 

to be accommodated in, or co-opted into, the project of inner city education revitalisation. 

Furthermore, in terms of the relative positioning of education and the inner city, it is evident that 

there may be tensions between the Greenfield school serving its ‘already existing’ students, who 

may be conflated with the inner city as ‘disadvantaged’, ‘dangerous’ and in need of ‘remediation’, 

and the aim of Building the Future in revitalising inner city education. 

 

I would like to further think these tensions through in terms of an example. An initiative in the new 

Greenfield school is the introduction of an Opportunity Class (OC) for years 5 and 6. These classes 

are touted as providing a more stimulating intellectual environment than ‘mainstream’ classes. The 

OC is also proposed as one way of revitalising the school and, as such, inner city state education, by 

projecting an image of academic rigour and ‘excellence’ for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students. For Aboriginal students the school ‘is instigating a program to identify Aboriginal students 

who are underachieving despite possessing high academic potential’ (Fenton & Myers, 2006: 3). Mr 

Lewis outlines how the OC will provide academic opportunities for these ‘underachieving’ yet also 

‘gifted and ‘talented’ Aboriginal students. 

 

We’ve again tried to build the service delivery of the [school] to increasingly meet the 

expectations of all of the local community, and to do that we’ve built into it, an OC provision 

for years 5 and 6 … and what’s a bit different with this OC provision is that they’ve said 
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‘righty oh, we’ll offer twenty five of the thirty places each year in the usual way, but we’ll 

keep five places or roughly 20 percent of the enrolment that we’ll use for gifted and talented 

[Aboriginal] students that we identify in other ways, largely by nomination from their 

schools or by nomination from parents, and then we’ll have a look at them and see whether 

they’d benefit from the program and if it’s believed that they would, they’ll be slotted 

straight in’. So what we’re trying to do is to really demonstrate to the broader community, 

and to the Aboriginal community in particular, that we recognise that we’ve got gifted and 

talented Aboriginal students, and we’re doing something about it, and making that quite 

visible, and I think that’s an important initiative … [A]nd we’ve finished the initial selection 

process for that, and the last one is comparable with, in terms of ability, on the IQ scales and 

what have you, with students going into any other OC provision in the state so we’ve got 

quite a bright group that’s coming in. 

(Mr Lewis, DET) 

 

Thus, not only are the inner city and state schooling in ‘remediation’, but ‘new’ types of educational 

subjects are to be constituted that, arguably, fit the desired practices of schooling in education 

markets (Ball, 2003; Gewirtz, 2001; Youdell, 2006). Equality of opportunity, framed within academic 

‘excellence’, concerns those Aboriginal students who are deemed to be ‘bright’, but are still different 

from non-Aboriginal students, a differentiation based on the mode of entry to the OC. This class is 

selected on the basis of a standardised test that interested non-Aboriginal students within and 

outside the school can undertake. However, Aboriginal students are assessed for suitability using 

the: 

 

Coolabah Dynamic Assessment Method … which creates a non-threatening and culturally 

unbiased environment where students solve a variety of puzzles in groups of four. This 

method seeks a better understanding of a student’s learning potential. (Fenton & Myers, 

2006: 3). 

 

It seems that various ‘deficit’ permutations of social justice (Gale & Densmore, 2000: 12-13) can sit, 

albeit uncomfortably, within market orientations. For, as Davies and Petersen (2005) suggest, ‘other 

benign discourses have been incorporated into neo-liberal discourse … Social justice and equity 

programmes are given air space’ (p.89), and, as is evident in the example of the OC, are 

reconstituted.  

 

Examining the introduction of the OC also assists in identifying how ‘neoliberal spatial technologies’ 

may be mobilised, through: (i) the requirements of the education market, associated with the global 

trends towards choice and accountability in education (Ball, 1998; Henry, Lingard, Rizvi & Taylor, 
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2001); (ii) policy as a form of state intervention (Ball, 1990, 1994; Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard & Henry, 

1997); (iii) the targeting of the entrepreneurial student, and the demise of the ‘disadvantaged’, 

‘already existing’ student (Gillborn, 2005; Gillborn & Youdell, 2000); and (iv) a reconfiguration of 

possible student subjectivities conflated with the ongoing reconstitution of space in the inner city as 

‘productive’ and ‘remediated’. These technologies also perhaps assist in understanding how Mr 

Nicks, a senior executive at the Greenfield school, makes sense of ‘aspirational’ Aboriginal students. 

He characterises the makeup of the school in terms of students and the ‘social mix’, and states that: 

 

In its older age groups, its almost a fully [Aboriginal] school, or at least it started the year 

that way, but all year long we’ve been joined by other groups … And it’s not a matter of 

losing [Aboriginal] kids, that’s not what we want to happen, we want others to join us, and 

that’s what’s happened there. In our primary, particularly in our younger years, it’s the Asian 

community that are joining us. And some, middle class European Australians are joining us. 

But that’s, I think going to be a slower thing to happen over time, but already next year 

because of our OC class and because of the positive feelings about the school, some elements 

of those communities are joining us as well. … The other thing is, we’ve got a lot of other 

[Aboriginal] kids come to us, but they’re kids who are coming because they’re on about the 

type of teaching that we’re doing, or the high expectations of [Aboriginal] kids or the work 

in Aboriginal languages, or the work in Aboriginal studies and so there might be a more 

aspirational [Aboriginal] person who is, is starting to come to us.  

(Mr Nicks, Greenfield school) 

 

So, within an inner city education market, the school acts as a selector of students (Whitty, Power & 

Halpin, 1998) in a way that is significantly different from the comprehensive school model (Ball, 

1997). The Wyndham Scheme of the 1960s placed comprehensive schools at the centre of 

communities and was the universal provision model for all secondary schools in NSW. There was 

acceptance of a discourse of comprehensiveness and a model of comprehensive schooling in which 

all students would be able to access equal educational opportunities (Marginson, 1997). However, 

under market conditions, claims are made that selective schools, building on a residual selective 

system untouched by Wyndham, and other types of school arrangements, can better meet the 

needs of both ‘gifted’ students and ‘difficult’ students (see Vinson, 2002). Throughout the 1990s, 

there was a continuation of policy away from comprehensive schooling based on both the primacy 

of market principles of choice and diversity, and the interventions and complicity of successive 

conservative and Labour state governments (Gavrielatos, 2002)vii. Furthermore, in the DET redefined 

‘comprehensive’; it was no longer ‘one size fits all’ but rather: 

 

[c]omprehensive: a large secondary school providing a wide range of course for children of 

all levels … Under this definition comprehensive today includes the opportunity to study 



 

 

 

16 

both the most academically challenging courses as well as a range of dual accredited 

vocational courses … A comprehensive education is provided by single sex schools as well 

as coeducational schools (New South Wales Parliament Legislative Council: General 

Purpose Standing Committee No 1, 2002: 68). 

 

Ostensibly only a system providing structural choice and diversity can provide these opportunities, 

with diversity now positioned within the notion of comprehensiveness. Thus, the way that both Mr 

Lewis and Mr Nicks explain it, with the OC, the Greenfield school can be comprehensive, but 

differentiated. For example, it will have Aboriginal students who are the ‘same’, that is Aboriginal, 

but also differentiated, that is ‘bright’ and ‘aspirational’, entrepreneurial individuals who model, and 

desire to be, the possible neoliberal educational subject. Differentiation, however, is certainly not 

benign in this case. The ongoing reconstitution of inner city educational policy, as I have noted 

above, can be read through the conflating of Aboriginal inner city students in the previous schools 

with the various negative constructions of the inner city. These Aboriginal students were 

‘unmarketable’ in schools such as Roundtree primary, particularly in a ‘raced’ education market (see 

Gulson, 2006b). Conversely, the construction of the inner city as ‘renewing’, the introduction of a 

‘better’ social mix, and the Building the Future restructuring that creates the new Greenfield school, 

provides the conditions of opportunity for a ‘new’ type of inner city educational subject to be 

possible. In the differentiated school, this reconstitutes Aboriginal students, previously 

‘unmarketable’, as ‘marketable’ conditional on fulfilling the requirements of the neoliberal 

educational subject. 

 

Conclusion  
This paper had two related concerns. First, to provide a response to Peck and Tickell’s challenge that 

‘*a+ttempts to conceive neoliberalism in specifically geographical terms … means walking a line of 

sorts between producing, on the one hand, overgeneralized accounts of a monolithic and 

omnipresent neoliberalism … and on the other hand, excessively concrete and contingent analyses 

of (local) neoliberal strategies’ (Peck & Tickell, 2002: 381-82); and, second, to explore how 

‘neoliberal spatial technologies’ may contribute to understanding and re-inscribing ‘regimes’ of 

policy practices as spatial. 

 

In relation to the first concern, as Dean (1999) notes regarding governmentality: 

 

[o]ne of the points that is most interesting about this type of approach is the way it provides a 

language and a framework for thinking about the linkages between questions of government, 

authority and politics, and questions of identity, self and person. (p.13)  
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Similarly, in this paper, I suggested that the conceptual and descriptive bricolage termed ‘neoliberal 

spatial technologies’ is a useful way of addressing Peck and Tickell’s challenge, and identifies the 

‘monolithic’ and ‘extralocal’ aspects of neoliberalism as mutually constitutive. This bricolage brings 

together neoliberalism, with a focus on a possible subject, governmentality and relational space, to 

reposition the practices of policy in terms of a spatialising of neoliberal technologies of domination 

and the self.  

Additionally, I explored the enactment of ‘neoliberal spatial technologies’ in relation to the ‘regimes’ 

of policy practices surrounding the outcome of educational policy change in inner Sydney. These 

‘regimes’ related to the constitution of the inner city as ‘disadvantaged’, dangerous and ‘racialised’, 

as needing ‘policy mediation’, and how this constitution was implicated in the citational practices 

regarding the role of the Greenfield school. Additionally, I examined the introduction of an OC in the 

school, and how this class was, and is, intended to attract what I characterised as possible neoliberal 

educational subjects. For example, there is a re-inscription of Aboriginal students as ‘aspirational’ 

Aboriginal students, and thus as ‘acceptable’ and ‘marketable’. This seems to occur via attention to 

the spatial features of the inner city, first through policy mediation, and second, through 

restructuring, such as school closures and amalgamations. This identification of ‘neoliberal spatial 

technologies’ illustrated the interplay of neoliberalism, governmentality and relational space, around 

policy as a form of state intervention; the requirements of the education market; the targeting of 

the entrepreneurial ‘Aboriginal’ student; and, a reconfiguration of possibility conflated with the 

ongoing reconstitution of space in the inner city. In light of this albeit adumbrated analysis it seems 

to me that Peck and Tickell’s challenge is productive in terms of rearticulating analyses of 

neoliberalism, and that, as a response to this challenge the conceptual possibilities of ‘neoliberal 

spatial technologies’ warrant further exploration. 
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i
 All place and organisation names are real, all school and participant names are pseudonyms. 

ii
 This is one of two papers that have been developed from a presentation at the American Educational Research 

Association in San Francisco, April 2006 (Gulson, 2006a). The other paper looks at the repositioning of inner 

city education in relation to urban renewal and a Sydney education market (Gulson, forthcoming-b).  A version 

of this paper was presented at Place, space, young people and processes of social transformation: 

interdisciplinary imaginings seminar, Monash University, July 21, 2006. I would like to thank Michael Peters, 
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Anoop Nayak, Mary Lou Rasmussen, Eva Bendix Petersen and Colin Symes for their feeback on earlier 

versions of this paper. 

iii
 This idea owes much to Youdell’s (2006) construction of possible and impossible educational subjects. 

iv
 In this paper I place race within quote marks to indicate race as a category that is socially constructed rather 

than essential and immutable (see Omi & Winant, 2004). 

v
 See Gulson  (Forthcoming-a) for a discussion of absolute and relational space in terms of educational policy 

and politics.  Furthermore, educational policy change may also be considered to be practiced and performed in 

particular places; as Ball (2006) notes a sense of ‘place’ is an important aspect of understanding policy change.  

However, while place is not utilised as an analytical construct in this paper, I recognise that the concepts of 

space and place are often seen in opposition (see, for example, Harvey, 1993; Massey, 1993).  I take the position 

that place and space are in a mutually constitutive, rather than binary, relationship, that is place that does not 

need to supplant space, and vice versa, it can be place and space (see Agnew, 2005).   

vi
 Here, whilst I recognise that Aboriginal peoples are made up of diverse language groups with connected land 

affinities, I use Aboriginal as a marker for those that are constituted as Aboriginal by the state schooling system.  

This is not intended to see Aboriginal peoples as a homogenous group.   To this end I also acknowledge that the 

Aboriginal peoples in Redfern are often not those who lived with that land prior to invasion in 1788, rather they 

are also a mix of language groups including the Wiradjuri people from west of the Blue Mountains, in New 

South Wales. 

vii
 These moves away from the comprehensive ideal are also evident in the United Kingdom (Phillips, 2003). 


