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I Introduction 

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, geographers of diverse philosophical 

orientations, and with varied areal specialisms, have exhibited a growing interest in 

education (Butler and Hamnett, 2007; Collins and Coleman, 2008). The resulting 

literature has been incredibly wide-ranging, spanning studies of social reproduction 

(Aitken et al., 2006; Ansell, 2008), pre-school provision (Mahon, 2005; Smith et al., 

2008), inequitable access to and attainment in compulsory education (Gibson and 

Asthana, 2000; Johnston et al., 2007), the (re)production of social difference within 

schools (Thomas 2005; Holt 2007), the design of individual schools (Kraftl 2006a; 

2006b), global flows of students and academics (King and Ruiz-Gelices, 2003; Waters, 

2005; Findlay et al., 2006; Jöns, 2009), the restructuring of tertiary education (Olds 

2007; Hoyler and Jöns, 2008), and town-gown relations (Smith and Holt 2007; 

Hubbard, 2008).  Whilst numerous conferences and conference sessions have sought to 

progress different aspects of these debates, this is not a field for which Anglophone 

geographers have sought recognition as a defined branch or specialism through their 

professional organisations1.  Indeed, in a compelling paper in this journal, Hanson 

Thiem (2009) makes a case for an ‘outward-looking’ geography of education that 

deliberately avoids such sub-disciplinary confinement and instead situates education in 

the context of broader debates within the discipline. 

In this paper we take Hanson Thiem’s vision of a ‘decentred’ geography of education as 

our point of departure, providing a positive critique of this whilst outlining how an 

engagement with the literature on children, youth and families might further develop an 

understanding of educational spaces.  Our discussion draws on a critical review of work 

in geography during the past decade, research that itself builds upon previous 

geographical initiatives, both in Anglophone geography (e.g., Hones and Ryba, 1972b; 

Marsden, 1977; Bondi and Matthews, 1988; Bradford et al., 1989; Gould, 1993) as well 

as in the German language tradition (Geipel, 1968, 1976; Meusburger, 1976, 1998)2. 
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Noting the breadth of existing research on geographies of education, we hence begin by 

discussing the benefits of Hanson Thiem’s approach to educational restructuring in 

advanced capitalist political economies and her emphasis on questions of globalisation, 

neoliberalisation and knowledge economies.  We then proceed to highlight the 

omissions in this vision, and argue that it is essential to complement her self-confessed 

‘limited yet indicative agenda’ (2009: 167) with another that is more fully-informed by 

developments in social and cultural geography, and, in particular, geographical research 

on children, youth and families. The subsequent four sections of the paper then detail 

what geographies of education that pay due attention to children, youth and families 

might look like.  To the extent that it is appropriate, these sections are designed to 

mirror those in Hanson Thiem’s original paper, and thus relate to social geographies of 

education provision and consumption; formal and informal curricula and spaces of 

learning; knowledge spaces and student-centred geographies; and rethinking 

restructuring and social reproduction.  In conclusion, we emphasise the implications of 

thinking about children, youth and families for future research on geographies of 

education. 

 

II Reframing research: from political-economic to social-cultural 
geographies of education 

Hanson Thiem begins her discussion by returning to a paper by Bradford (1990) in 

which he discerned two strands of work on geographies of education, one essentially 

inward-looking, examining spatial variation in educational provision, and a more 

outward-looking one, using these spatial variations to comment on wider social, 

economic and political processes. One of the central tenets of Hanson Thiem’s 

argument is that inward-looking studies, though useful in identifying inequality and 

studying educational reform, are limited in their conceptualisation of education spaces 

as essentially shaped by wider processes. Instead, she argues for the further 

development of outward-looking analyses which explore the constitutive properties of 

education spaces - ‘how education “makes space”’ (Hanson Thiem, 2009: 157) - or use 

education as a case study in order to explore wider cultural, social, political and 

economic processes. 

We have considerable sympathy for the argument that such geographies would make a 

fuller and deeper contribution to our understanding of globalisation, neoliberalism and 
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knowledge economies.  One problem for us, however, is that this division of past 

research into inward- and outward-looking categories relies on the exclusion from 

analysis of a significant body of research on school design, the (re)production of social 

difference within school space, as well as the links between home and educational 

spaces, produced by researchers interested in children, youth and families.  This is a 

partiality which Hanson Thiem (2009: 169) acknowledges, and our intention here is not 

to berate her for this omission.  She is clear that her paper represents ‘one effort to 

“think through” education’ (2009: 167), and we concur with her assessment that the 

diversity of literature on geographies of education presents a challenge for reviewers.  

Instead, our aim is to present an alternative effort to think through education, one that 

includes this diverse body of research on geographies of children, youth and families. A 

key difference is that our (equally partial) view will focus less on the political-economy 

approach and will instead, by including the work of children’s and young people’s 

geographers as well as those interested in caring and parenting, consider the insights 

from a body of literature that is more often informed by feminist and post-structuralist 

theories. 

 

III Social geographies of educational provision and consumption 

Education plays a vital role in the reproduction of cultural and economic capital.  

Differential access to education, and geographical variations in educational attainment, 

have thus been important themes in what might be considered inward-looking literature 

on geographies of education.  However, the restructuring of educational provision in 

neoliberal economies is the focus of many of the best studies of access to education, 

examining, for example, the impacts of specific policies to increase diversity in 

educational provision and the introduction of rules promoting ‘parental choice’ (Gibson 

and Asthana, 2000; Taylor and Gorard, 2001).  Underlying such studies is recognition 

that educational attainment fundamentally shapes students’ future life chances.  In this 

context, these studies lay bare the inequalities in access to education in advanced 

capitalist political economies, where many students from low-income families and 

minority ethnicities get a poor deal from state education (Freytag, 2003a, 2003b; 

Burgess and Wilson, 2005; Johnston et al., 2007; Burgess et al., 2008). 

The question for us, then, is not simply how to make these studies more outward-

looking, but also how to develop their analyses of education as a vital sphere of social 
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reproduction and inequality. Many of these studies are statistical in nature, some 

benefiting from advances in geo-demographic technique (Harris et al., 2007; Webber 

and Butler, 2007), and this form of work produces clear, if contested, analyses of social 

variation in access and attainment (Gibson and Asthana, 2000). The authors themselves 

note, however, that the correlations their studies produce do not necessarily equate to 

causality (Johnston et al., 2007), and they need to be complemented by an equal weight 

of studies which used mixed or qualitative methods to untangle the processes which led 

to unequal provision and outcomes. Warrington’s (2005) analysis of the school 

‘choices’ of working class parents/carers with high-achieving children is insightful in 

this respect.  She uses interviews with these parents/carers to trace the ways in which a 

minority succeeds in getting its children into ‘good’ schools, while the majority found 

their marginality reinforced as the choice of a good school was not, in reality, open to 

them.  A more balanced approach, in which the crucial insights from rigorous 

quantitative work are augmented by explanatory depth of such qualitative approaches, 

will be crucial to the ongoing development of geographies of educational access and 

attainment attuned to the influence of both race/ethnicity and class (for an example of a 

mixed methods study that examines the situation of Hispanic people in New Mexico, 

USA, see Freytag, 2003a). 

The need to balance insights from quantitative and qualitative work in studies focusing 

on provision and consumption of education is but one part of our argument.  Equally 

important is our insistence that a reading of studies from a broader diversity of social-

cultural contexts suggests a different characterisation of, and ways forward for, 

geographies of education provision and consumption.  Firstly, there is considerable 

scope to broaden the conception of social difference upon which the field is based, 

which has to date been dominated by analyses of class and race/ethnicity. Valins (2003), 

for example, demonstrates the importance of addressing questions about faith-based 

communities in an analysis of Jewish day schools which explores how community 

leaders, with greater or lesser approval from parents, set out to construct and defend 

particular versions of Jewishness.  In this case, the aim of community leaders is to use 

state-funded faith schooling to reproduce particular visions of Jewish identity, a process 

supported by the British Government in their pursuit of academic standards, and one 

which reinforces the identity of a minority group at the same time that it recreates lines 

of exclusion.  In pursuing this line of research, Valins not only adds faith to the platter 

of social differences we might want to consider in social geographies of education, but 
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also highlights some of the moral ambivalences in the interpretation of these 

geographies, in particular the tensions between the need for openness to others in a 

multicultural society and the equally strong-felt desire to maintain religious identity (see 

also Hemming, 2009). 

Secondly, in examining the consumption of education by a broader diversity of social 

groups, we need to focus on the voices of, and ideas about, a group of social actors who 

are curiously invisible in much of the research cited above - namely, children and young 

people.  Neither the statistical analyses of different social classes of children entering 

secondary schools, for example, nor studies of their parents’ strategies for obtaining a 

school place, have given much insight into children’s experiences of, and contributions 

to, these processes.  Reay (2007) provides an innovative exception to this trend and her 

work is exemplary of potential ways in which children’s voices might be included.  Her 

exploration of children’s experiences of the transition from primary to secondary school 

in a low income area includes an examination of the ways children talk about not 

wanting to be allocated places at local ‘demonised’ secondary schools, and how they 

manage their interpretations of self and school when sent there.  As important as 

including children’s and young people’s voices is the need to include an examination of 

the ways our ideas about ‘normal’ and ‘differentiated’ childhood shape educational 

provision and consumption.  Exemplary here is the work of Vanderbeck (2005), who 

examines how normative understandings of childhood, most notably ‘universal’ 

discourses about children’s rights and their right to education, are mobilised in the 

context of Traveller Education Services, as in diverse ways state actors seek to include 

these minority ethnicity children in a settled community service which some, though not 

all, Traveller children and their parents regard as antithetical to their own cultural 

traditions. 

The incorporation of studies concerned with childhood, children and young people is 

important as they demonstrate how educational provision is shaped by 

socially/culturally specific understandings of what childhood should be like, and deepen 

our understanding of children’s experiences of education and their competencies as 

social actors in this field.  When read alongside feminist research on caring 

responsibilities they also have the effect of extending our understanding of education.  

This is because researchers interested in children, youth and families have studied 

education across a wide age spectrum, and because their linked interest in children and 
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parents has led them to focus not only on what happens within school time, but crucially 

also what happens at the beginning and end of the school day. 

To expand, there is, for example, a small but significant tradition of research within this 

literature which looks at pre-school provision and examines how parents’ use of diverse 

forms of ‘educare’ both shapes and is shaped by ideas about the meaning of childhood 

and what good mothers/parents are supposed to provide (Holloway, 1998, 1999; 

McDowell et al., 2005).  Equally, there is a literature on travel to and from childcare and 

school, including studies of parents’ gendered responsibilities, initiatives such as 

walking buses and analyses of what the journey to and from school means to children 

(Kearns et al., 2003; Pooley et al., 2005; Ross, 2007; Schwanen, 2007), as well as a 

policy-informing literature on children’s experiences of after-school clubs (Smith and 

Barker, 2000, 2001, 2004).  Taken together, this literature provides a more spatially 

diverse take on education, both broadening the range of institutional contexts which 

might be considered worthy of attention (including pre-school nurseries and after school 

clubs), but also crucially pointing to some of the non-institutional spaces in which 

education might take place (including the family home and neighbourhood spaces). 

Cross-cutting all of these arguments, we would stress the need for geographies of 

educational provision and consumption to become more spatially diverse in a second 

way, namely, to become more global in their scope. Innovative exceptions to the 

fixation on the Global North illustrate the importance of exploring the geography of 

access and attainment in other parts of the globe.  Cao’s (2008) study, for example, 

which examines gendered access to compulsory-level education in remote, ethnically-

diverse parts of Western China, illustrates the potential of quantitative studies based on 

secondary data in contexts outside Western political economies, as well as the benefits 

that might be accrued by integrating these with more intensive research methods. Punch 

(2002, 2004) by contrast, uses ethnographic methods to study the (very limited) impact 

of formal education on young people’s future livelihoods, and young people’s 

transitions from school to work, and a position of ‘negotiated interdependence’ with 

their parents, in a rural area of the Majority world.  Her research, which emerged out of 

the field of children, youth and families research, illustrates the potential of qualitative 

research on education in the South, and does exactly what geographies of educational 

provision and consumption have been critiqued for failing to do in advanced capitalist 

societies: namely, explores the consequences of individuals’ educational attainment and 

the ways this structures social space, for example, through the labour market.  Jeffrey et 



 7

al.’s (2004, 2007) ethnographic studies on the relationship between education and 

unemployment in rural north India are equally valuable in this respect.  By pointing to 

the ambiguous effect of formal education for Dalit and Muslim young men, who are 

increasingly unable to gain secure employment, these studies problematise development 

initiatives that promote formal education as a means for gaining social standing and 

economic prosperity.  In this sense, extending the spatial lens when envisioning 

geographies of education not only enables comparison of experiences in the global 

North with those in the global South, it also allows researchers who focus on the global 

North to learn from innovative work being undertaken there (see Gould, 1993). 

In sum, our agenda for geographies of educational provision and consumption would 

involve a revaluing of statistical work on access and attainment and its integration with 

qualitative approaches; underpinning this would be a wider interpretation of what 

counts as a significant social difference and an engagement with both children/young 

people and ideas about childhood/youth in diverse spatial settings. 

 

IV Formal and informal curricula and spaces of learning 

Interest in geographical imaginaries has highlighted the importance of the curriculum in 

shaping different scales of identity and citizenship, whether regional, national or 

transnational, and their links with state and broader economic formations.  Indeed, there 

is excellent research which traces the making of these identities through school and 

university curricula (Marsden, 2001; King and Ruiz-Gelices, 2003; Gagen, 2004; Kong, 

2005) and, conversely, the implications for the curriculum of these identities by looking 

at the ways in which the transnational mobility of academics affects the nature of the 

curriculum in both the source and destination countries (Foote et al., 2008; Theobald, 

2008). 

To this agenda, we also need to add a focus on other aspects of identity which are not 

necessarily self-evidently geographical, including class, dis/ability, faith, gender, race 

and sexuality. One route into this would be through a focus on the shaping of the 

curriculum. Sometimes there are public struggles over this, as Collins (2006) reveals 

when he traces the importance of the public/private distinction in debates about the 

appropriateness of using books in schools which portray particular sexual identities (see 

also Collins, 2007, on the spatiality inherent in debate about the place of religion in 
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American public schools).  Equally important is research which looks at the role of the 

feminisation and masculinisation of the teaching profession in curriculum development 

and identity formation (Bondi and Domosh, 1992; Blumen, 2002). 

A complementary strategy is to examine how children’s and young people’s identities 

are reproduced and reworked through the socio-spatial practices underpinning the 

delivery and consumption of the curriculum in schools. Research in this field has tended 

to view schools as precarious geographical accomplishments (Philo and Parr, 2000) 

embedded within wider sets of social relations. These accomplishments, which 

themselves contain multi-layered cultures reflecting not just official school policy but 

also informal teacher practices and diverse pupil cultures, are always in the making and 

thus potentially open to change (Holloway et al., 2000).  An historical context is given 

to such arguments in de Leeuw’s (2007) study of ‘Indian’ residential schools in British 

Columbia, Canada, between 1861 and 1984.  Here she examines both the policies and 

staff practices in these schools – where First Nations’ young people were educated away 

from their parents in order to break their cultural links and assimilate them into 

subordinate positions within dominant Canadian society – as well as the impacts these 

had on young people (and their resistance to them). In the contemporary context 

Hemming (2007) and Evans (2006) both focus on sport and exercise in schools.  In 

doing so, Hemming reveals the importance of an analysis of children’s agency and 

adult-child relations in understanding the meaning of the curriculum in the fluid 

institution of the school, while Evans is more concerned with how older girls perform 

gendered and heterosexed identities in and through the school - performances which are 

central in shaping many young women’s disaffection with sport in the curriculum.  By 

contrast Valentine et al. (2002) focus on the production of social in/exclusion through 

the delivery of the Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) curriculum in 

schools.  Their analysis focuses on the intersections of government policy (which has 

led to the uneven distribution of equipment between schools), school practices (where 

different understandings of ICT shape the socio-spatial organisation of provision within 

individual schools) and peer cultures (which lead some children to engage with and 

others to avoid such provision). The outcome is that some children gain skills 

advantageous in the labour market while others have less access to these. 

What each of these four studies start to highlight is the importance of the informal as 

well as the formal curriculum in schools.  While the design and administration of the 

curriculum is important, so too are the informal lessons which students learn, enforce, 
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reject and rewrite in schools and post-compulsory education. Here the focus is not on 

the content of lessons, but the nature of socio-spatial relations within different learning 

spaces as well as children’s and young people’s identities and experiences (see, for 

example, Hyams, 2000; Nairn, 2003; Thomson, 2005; Collins and Coleman, 2008; Pike, 

2008).  One strand of this research which usefully enriches our understanding of 

geographies of education has been informed by (critical) readings of Butler’s (1993) 

performative understanding of gender, illustrating the influence of feminist and post-

structural thinking in research on children and young people.  Thomas (2005), for 

example, works through these ideas in her analysis of racial segregation in a southern 

US high school, concluding that the effects of girls’ everyday social practices (who they 

sit with at lunchtime, how they address one another etc) ‘are racialized social 

differences, identities and spaces’ (Thomas, 2005: 1246; see also Thomas, 2008 on the 

links between ‘banal’ multiculturalism in US public school and racial-ethnic 

identification among girls from minority ethnic groups).  Holt (2007) differs somewhat 

in her reading of Butler, but similarly shows how children’s sociability within schools 

reproduces (dis)ability as an identity positioning.  By contrast Ansell (2002) is unusual 

in that while she too draws on Butler she does so in a rare example of research 

concerned with gender identity construction in schools in the global South (see also 

Ansell, 2001).  Much of the emphasis in these studies, which construct schools as 

‘spaces distinct from, but embedded within, the contexts of everyday life’ (Ansell, 

2002: 180), is on the consequences of these performances of identity for young people 

in the here-and-now.  However, Ansell also rolls these forward to explore the mismatch 

between gender identities based on discourses of ‘equal rights’ and particular re-

working of African ‘culture’ in school discussions, and the very limited likelihood of 

material conditions outside school that will make these performances a possibility. 

The focus on the spaces of the curriculum is taken forward in a very different way in 

innovative work by Kraftl (2006a, 2006b).  Instead of focusing on children’s 

geographies as the above studies have done, he is concerned with the ways in which 

adults construct, both literally and metaphorically, the geographies of childhood.  

Through a focus on a Steiner school in Wales (a co-operatively built and run school 

which falls outside mainstream state-funded education), he explores how ‘alternative’ 

views of childhood informed the design, construction and use of the school building, 

emphasising the importance of apparently banal objects (plastering, paint, door handles, 

nature tables, wall charts) which ‘are enrolled in, and constitutive of, more pervasive, 
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more-or-less coherent notions of childhood’ at the school (Kraftl, 2006b: 501).  In so 

doing, he points to a wider agenda that warrants further attention, specifically how 

adult(ist) notions of childhood structure the socio-spatial organisation of schooling (see 

also Collins and Coleman, 2008, on schools’ outdoor spaces). 

Geographical research on the curriculum is, as the different ‘takes’ on this topic 

illustrated above demonstrate, a diverse and developing field of study.  Crucially we 

have shown that such research needs not only to focus on self-evidently geographical 

identities, but also include an analysis of diverse forms of social difference in the 

design, delivery and consumption of the formal curriculum as well as their 

(re)production through the informal curriculum that permeates the precarious 

geographical achievements that are schools and other educational spaces.  These spaces 

too demand attention, not least for the ways in which the design and use of school 

spaces is shaped by adult interpretations of ideal childhood.  Our wider reading of what 

geographies of education might have to say about the curriculum, and a more positive 

interpretation of what has so far been achieved, stems from the inclusion of 

geographical literature relating to children, youth and families. These studies broaden 

our attention from a concern with the ways education produces future citizen-workers to 

include an analysis of young people’s understanding of diverse identity-shaping 

practices within schools.  These two interests ought not to be mutually exclusive, and 

the benefit of including the literature on children, youth and families is that it allows us 

to emphasize the importance of education for young people’s contemporary experiences 

as well as their adult lives. 

 

V Knowledge spaces and student-centred geographies 

Educational spaces are key sites in the production of competitive knowledge economies. 

Such connections between education and competitiveness are perhaps most explicit in 

the higher education sector, with the much cited work of Richard Florida (2002) on 

creativity cementing the idea that cities possessing higher proportions of educated 

residents are also most creative and productive. This is partly an acknowledgement that 

universities, traditionally autonomous from the state and market (Harloe and Perry, 

2004) are becoming increasingly entrepreneurial, forging new relations with business 

and government at a variety of scales (Marginson and Considine, 2000; Canaan and 

Shumar, 2008). This is explicitly connected, in many cases, with strategies of 
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internationalisation designed to improve universities’ position in circuits of expertise 

(Olds, 2007; Hoyler and Jöns, 2008). As such, ‘world-class’ university status has 

become a widely-shared aspiration for higher education institutes, with the assumption 

being that increased connection with other ‘world-class’ universities can promote job 

creation, innovation and creativity within the university’s locality, region and nation-

state, as well as bringing direct dividends in terms of increased fee income and 

investment (Altbach, 2003; Sadlak and Liu, 2007). 

The internationalisation of higher education raises important questions about 

transnational education markets, and encourages geographers to widen their horizons 

beyond the immediate role of higher education institutions in local economies to 

consider wider issues of mobility, flow and embedment (e.g. Lambooy, 1997; Harloe 

and Perry, 2004; Hall, 2008), including their impacts across national boundaries through 

practices such as honorary degree conferment (Heffernan and Jöns, 2007).  Yet, while 

the economic impacts of universities, and their capacity for stimulating regional 

economic growth and innovation, have been widely noted (e.g, Rutten et al., 2003; 

Benneworth and Charles, 2005; Lawton Smith, 2006; Vorley and Lawton Smith, 2007), 

there has been only limited attention devoted to the social and cultural geographies of 

students themselves (Hubbard, 2008). As potential members of Florida’s (2002) much-

vaunted ‘creative class’, students may be conceptualised as integral to the development 

of competitive and diversified ‘knowledge economies’ but their lifestyles and impacts 

on university towns during their studies have rarely been regarded as a legitimate focus 

of study by geographers. However, recent research has begun to note significant 

transformations in the relationship between universities and local communities, with 

groups of residents in the UK, USA and Australia in particular beginning to accuse 

rapidly-expanding universities of creating socially-unbalanced communities in which 

the interests of transient and mainly young students are prioritised over those of longer-

term residents (Allinson, 2006; Hubbard, 2008; Smith 2008). Given students often 

outcompete such residents in the housing market, such processes must be considered as 

analogous to gentrification in the sense that they can polarise and displace low-income 

groups from spaces that become increasingly devoted to student ways of life (Lees et 

al., 2007).  

Captured in the neologism of studentification, the influx of students into particular 

neighbourhoods has resulted in deteriorating relationships between town and gown, 
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prompting measures from local city councils, Student Unions and universities keen to 

rebuild bridges between students and local communities (Smith, 2005). However, it is 

evident that the impacts of studentification differ markedly across different 

communities, and that these impacts may well be more pronounced in the context of the 

UK than elsewhere. Many factors are significant here, such as the type of university, the 

nature of the local housing stock and the amount of accommodation provided on-

campus. Whether off-campus accommodation is in the form of rental houses or 

purpose-built developments may also be significant, with the latter becoming 

increasingly important as a source of student accommodation in many UK towns and 

cities (Smith, 2008) as well as in the USA and Australia (Fincher and Shaw, 2006). 

The extent of the resulting demographic imbalance is of course highly variable, but in 

its most intense forms, there is consensus that studentification ‘reduces the opportunities 

for positive and mutually beneficial interactions between groups and fuels the 

segregation of populations based on lifestyle and life-course cleavages, as well as 

differing levels of economic capital’ (Smith, 2008: 2549). Initial research in the UK 

suggests that such segregation is most sharply expressed in smaller university towns 

rather than the cities that have the largest overall student populations (Hubbard, 2008). 

Yet the assumption that the size of the student population in proportion to that of the 

host community is the key factor shaping community responses to students needs to be 

tempered with consideration of the social and cultural dispositions of students and the 

extent to which these are at odds with those of local residents (with whom they may 

share little in terms of social, economic and cultural background). Exclusionary urges 

expressed towards students may hence reveal underlying resentments based on class and 

age differences, suggestive of the need for an inter-generational perspective on 

studentification and student lifestyles. 

Despite the emergence of a more outward-looking literature on students living beyond 

the campus, it is evident that major lacunae remain concerning the understanding of 

student lifestyles and housing choices, with most UK commentators describing a fairly 

standardised housing route involving a supervised leaving of the parental home (i.e. hall 

living) followed by a ‘sheltered’ spell in the private-rented sector and, upon graduation, 

a transition to owner-occupation. Chatterton (1999: 122) for example, notes that most 

students are involved in a ‘process [which] represents annual learning of student rites 

and a distancing from the student infrastructure as the student is acculturated into less 
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“typical” student activities within the city’. Explicit here is the idea that those students 

who remain in the parental home throughout their studies suffer disadvantages of 

reduced choices in higher education and the loss of the independence associated with 

‘authentic’ student life. Holdsworth (2006) hence argues that residential status operates 

as a ‘labelling device’ among students, distinguishing local and away students, 

mediating students’ relationship to university and constructing ideas of the ‘typical 

student’. For Rugg et al. (2004: 128), the student residence ‘pathway’ thus constitutes 

an ‘essential education in housing that enhances the housing and labour opportunities of 

graduates compared with other young people who have not studied away from the 

parental home’.  

Vital here too is consideration of students’ familial and household arrangements. 

Holdsworth’s aforementioned work with students living in their parent’s home is 

exemplary in this regard, highlighting some of the factors which might encourage 

people to go to their local university, as well as some of the experiences of exclusion 

which they face by being positioned ‘outside’ the student body which lives on campus 

and in halls of residence (see also Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005). Likewise, Hopkins’ 

(2006) use of diagramming methods with those about to go to university usefully 

illustrates some of the hopes and fears young people have about their time at university, 

and problematises any clear distinctions between children/adults as they apply to higher 

education. Emerging work on ‘post-students’ similarly develops understanding of 

graduate retention and point to the ways in which educational identities infuse other 

times and spaces. 

Yet for all this it is important to note that students are diverse in their dispositions and 

outlook, and that not all students conform to (British) media stereotypes of being 

consumer-oriented and alcohol-fuelled. It is here that inspiration might be taken from 

work on children and youth cultures, with better understanding of diverse student 

cultures being necessary to appreciate the different ways in which students inhabit, 

transform and move through the places where they live and study. Studies such as Roy’s 

(2009) on the diverse experiences of Indian students studying in London highlight a 

variegated experience of higher education, revealing diverse activity spaces among 

migrant student groups. Her study suggests that students exhibit varying degrees of 

attachment to their university campus, and that while some develop social networks 

very tightly tied to their place of study, others are more expansive in their outlook, with 
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the university providing merely one node in their network of social contacts. While 

some of the students consumed the urban ‘playscapes’ that Chatterton (1999) and others 

suggest are responding to student demands for alcohol-based entertainment, Roy shows 

through the photographic diaries kept by her respondents that other off-campus spaces 

of communal eating (especially kitchens in shared houses), study (libraries) and leisure 

(parks and sports grounds) can be just as significant as sites of student sociality. 

Putting students first in studies of the neoliberalisation of higher education thus seems 

crucial given they are both the key consumers, and outputs, of what has become an 

increasingly internationalised education industry: migration of students between higher 

education establishments is, after all, a move between different student cities, each with 

its own distinctive ‘cultural offer’ and residential landscapes (Brooks and Waters, 

2009). Without such student-centred analyses of the experiences of student cities, work 

on the political economy of educational restructuring risks presenting anaemic accounts 

in which the choices of students are over-determined and prefigured rather than being 

the outcome of complex social relations that occur in specific cultural contexts. 

 

VI Rethinking restructuring: childhood, feminism, and 
responsibilities for social reproduction 

Geographers have shown considerable interest in the neo-liberal restructuring of the 

capitalist welfare states which developed during the course of the twentieth century 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990).  Much of the literature has focused on its retrenchment, 

although in the past decade considerably more attention has also been paid to the state’s 

rescaling and rolling out as well as its roll-back, as authors have examined the shift 

from Keynesian to workfare-oriented welfare states (Peck and Theodore, 2001; Jessop, 

2002; Cochrane and Etherington, 2007).  Mahon’s (2005) analysis of the rescaling of 

social reproduction in Canada and Sweden is exemplary of an approach which might be 

further developed in studies of educational restructuring.  Her focus is non-parental 

childcare provision, a context where changing gender relations (most notably the 

increased numbers of women in paid work and thus unavailable to provide care free of 

charge in the home) mean that States, not withstanding pressures to make cuts 

elsewhere, are under pressure to take more responsibility for this aspect of social 

reproduction.  Mahon traces the ways in which responses to these changing demands 

coalesced in Toronto/Canada and Stockholm/Sweden.  She demonstrates that contrary 
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to welfare regime theory these demands were not simply met in ways consistent with 

their (respectively liberal and social-democratic) national welfare models, but that a 

multi-scalar analysis can uncover the possibility (though not guaranteed success) of 

path-shifting responses, for example as neoliberal forces in Stockholm challenged the 

social-democratic orthodoxy of the Swedish State.  In this instance then, her focus on 

particular examples of state restructuring tells us about the impacts of that for the sector 

itself, but also works to inform theories of state restructuring (see also Holloway and 

Pimlott-Wilson, 2009). 

Such examinations of state restructuring of education, which engage with and seek to 

inform political economy approaches to the state and governance in advanced capitalist 

economies, are an important strand in geographies of education.  Mahon’s study is 

particularly insightful as it does this through a case study which broadens the range of 

institutional spaces included within geographies of education.  As we have argued 

during the course of this paper, an increased diversity in the spaces which count in 

geographies of education is also achieved through a reading of the literature on children, 

youth and families.  Smith et al. (2008), for example, focus on the education and 

training opportunities provided to lone parents in ethnically-diverse West London, as 

part of workfare policies designed to increase their readiness for and entry into paid 

employment.  They highlight the ways in which an ethnically-diverse group of lone 

parents are being steered towards education and training that will equip them for low-

paid work in the childcare sector, employment that is necessary to service the needs of 

highly-paid dual earner couples in the West London economy.  Rather than tackling 

inequality through the inclusion of lone parents in the labour market, the workfare 

approach of New Deal for Lone Parents risks reproducing class difference in new ways, 

as lone parents are encouraged to move off benefits and into low-paid work, looking 

after other people’s, rather than their own, children.  Such studies not only expand the 

range of institutional spaces that count in geographies of education but demand an 

examination of the consequences of state restructuring for differently gendered, 

racialised and classed subjects. 

Engaging with the literature on children and young people also helps us to extend our 

spatial focus beyond Western capitalist economies and in some cases beyond spaces 

traditionally envisaged as sites of education.  Ansell (2008), for example, takes the 

AIDS pandemic in Africa as her background as she examines the restructuring of the 

school system in Lesotho.  Her particular focus is upon the changing role of the state in 
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social reproduction in a context where significant numbers of young people can no 

longer rely on family, either because they have been orphaned or because they have 

become carers themselves.  She uncovers evidence of an expansion of the role of 

schools into the sphere of social reproduction (such as teaching life skills and providing 

support that would previously have been done through the family), but finds that many 

initiatives are small scale, and concentrate on meeting students’ social needs so that 

their educational needs can then be addressed (for example by providing food because 

this enables attendance and therefore learning).  In a situation where there is little 

economic rationale for focusing on the reproduction of workers (as there are already 

large pools of underemployed people), providing for the needs of AIDS-affected 

children is based on an ethics of responsibility, and as a consequence if ‘schools are to 

assist more adequately in securing the daily reproduction needs of Lesotho, education 

needs to be seen in terms other than producing a workforce of the future’ (Ansell, 2008: 

821). 

A focus on the global South has also demanded that new questions are asked, and new 

spaces of education come into view.  Research into economic activity amongst young 

people, for example, forces us to question the assumption that pre-school provision, 

schools, colleges and universities are the primary loci of education.  Instead, it obliges 

us to consider other spaces including the home, spaces of subsistence agriculture, family 

businesses, and paid work in which children are learning the skills necessary for their 

current and future economic survival.  Moreover, urgent attention is needed to consider 

the ways in which these diverse ‘educational’ and ‘learning’ spaces are being disrupted 

and changed in the context of the expansion of capitalist relations, urbanisation, 

environmental degradation and so on (Katz, 1991, 2004; Aitken et al., 2006). 

In summary, the suggestion that we explore what the restructuring of education tells us 

about the contemporary state is a highly productive one, and one that can be further 

enhanced by drawing on the lessons from the literature on children, youth and families.  

Specifically, insights from this literature suggest expanding the spaces of education we 

might study and highlight the need to assess the implications of restructuring in these 

for diverse social groups.  Furthermore it foregrounds the need to move beyond a focus 

on advanced capitalist economies to consider what the restructuring of ‘educational’ 

spaces in the global South might mean. 
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VII Conclusion 

Our purpose in this paper has been to explore how the inclusion of social-cultural 

research on children, youth and families might reshape our understandings of what has 

already been, and might be, achieved through geographies of education.  First and 

foremost, what our analysis demonstrates is that the inclusion of this research changes 

the interpretation of past achievements and sets new agendas for research by moving the 

subjects of education -- the children, young people and adults involved in learning and 

teaching -- into the foreground.  In the context of universities, for example, putting 

students first will allow us to move beyond economic studies of universities’ capacity to 

stimulate regional economic growth and innovation, and to produce different insights 

into the imprint of universities in their localities and regions, as well as their wider 

transnational networks, for example through studies of studentification, student 

migration, and youth cultures.  In the case of the school curriculum, putting pupils first 

widens our focus beyond the remaking of self-evidently geographical identities through 

formal curriculum provision, and instead highlights the importance of analysing young 

people’s experiences in educational spaces and the (re)production of a wider diversity of 

social identities through the delivery and consumption of the formal and informal 

curricula, exploring the ways that adult ideas about childhood, youth and students shape 

the design and use of educational spaces. 

At one level, this new agenda for geographies of education can be viewed as additive; 

drawing on the literature on children, youth and families extends the list of topics that 

geographies of education might study.  Underlying this, however, is an important 

change in the way we think about those who are being educated.  Rather than relying on 

adultist formulations which cast young people as the objects of education, geographies 

of education which draw on insights from social-cultural work on children, youth and 

families will need to focus on the voices and subjectivities of young people.  This will 

allow us to highlight the importance of young people’s experiences of education in the 

here and now, as well having concern for education’s future impacts, encouraging us to 

engage with young people as knowledgeable actors whose current and future lifeworlds 

are worthy of investigation.  Adopting this approach will require research that links an 

inward-looking focus on educational spaces with an outward-looking approach that 

assesses their importance to other time/spaces.  Our agenda for geographies of 

education is then one which transcends the inward-outward dichotomy, and engages 

both with the ways education is bounded into/and shapes wider 
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social/economic/political processes, and at the same time considers how this is 

experienced by the pupils/students, families and educators in the spaces of learning 

which form key sites of interaction in their everyday lives. 

Secondly, this paper demonstrates that including research on children, youth and 

families forces us to extend the spatial lens of geographies of education in three ways.  

In conceptual terms, we need to expand our interpretation of what count as spaces of 

education.  Traditional sites of education such as schools and universities remain 

important in our envisioning of the field of research, but we must also pay greater 

attention to the home, pre-school provision, neighbourhood spaces and after-school 

care, as well as thinking more deeply about the ways people learn in subsistence 

agriculture, family businesses, paid work and so on.  In geographical terms, the 

inclusion of literature on children, youth and families has the effect of challenging the 

Northern centricity in geographies of education research agenda, and we have been able 

to point to some exceptional examples of research in the global South that lead the way, 

and which might usefully inform research in the global North.  However, there is no 

doubt that there is still a relative paucity of research on geographies of education in the 

global South, a paucity which is particularly stark in some areas of research, and our 

future agenda must therefore adopt a more balanced global vision. 

In methodological practice, these different ways of broadening our spatial lens also 

requires us to consider spatial networks.  Rather than focusing on education within 

specific sites, we need to trace the webs of connections between, for example, home and 

school, showing how socio-spatial practices in each shape children, youth and families’ 

experiences of both sites.  Equally, in focusing on the global North and global South we 

must produce studies which link the two (as well as studies which provide in-depth 

accounts of each), for example through a focus on the global geographies of higher 

education.  Indeed, there is also scope for combining all these aspects in global studies 

of diasporas, tracing the ways in which links between home, neighbourhood and 

school/university in places that stretch across the globe shape people’s educational 

experiences and future life chances. 

In setting forth our complementary reading of the achievements and future agenda in 

geographies of education, we are mindful of the difficulties of producing an inclusive 

review of a body of research that is neither clearly bounded, nor obviously defined by 

sub-disciplinary structures or language contexts.  Our strategy has been deliberately to 
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foreground research that draws on geographies of children, youth and families in order 

to produce a different overview of what has been and might be achieved, thus creating 

another point of reference for scholars pursuing the ‘spatial turn’ in education studies 

(Gulson and Symes, 2007).  We have no doubt that our partiality will lead others to 

critique the worldview put forward in this paper.  For us this is not a risk, but an 

opportunity to further stimulate debate in a vibrant area of research in which we are 

privileged to work. 

                                                 

1 In the context of the International Geographical Union (IGU), a working party on 

‘Geography of Education’ produced five bulletins between 1972 and 1981 (Hones and 

Ryba, 1972a).  The working group ‘Geography of Education’ of the German Society for 

Geography (DGfG) was founded in 1983 and has recently completed a large-scale 

interdisciplinary project in the form of a volume ‘Education and Culture’ of the 

National Atlas of Germany (Institut für Länderkunde, 2002). 

2 The particularly well-developed research tradition on geographies of education in 

German-speaking countries provides an important context for our discussion of 

children, youth and families in geographies of education, with Meusburger’s (1998) 

comprehensive review of the field focusing on both variation in access and attainment 

in education. Indeed, over the past decade, German language research on the 

geographies of education has put an emphasis on the educational attainment of ethnic 

minorities in different cultural contexts, noting the complex negotiations that occur 

between the educational objectives of formal school curricula and informal family 

traditions (see Freytag, 2003a, 2003b; Meusburger, 2003; Pott, 2004; Gamerith, 2005). 
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