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Making Workers brings together the most relevant debates within geographical thinking on 

education. Mitchell focuses on identifying new actors, technologies, and practices that intervene 

in the processes of making children into workers while also considering young people’s 

subjectivities in the formation of resistances. Mitchell argues that public schools are increasingly 

shaped by private interest, identifying philanthropists as particularly influential actors. The sense 

of value, security, and freedom instilled by schools is today based on neoliberal market-based 

logics of individual free choice. Mitchell not only critiques market-based logics well, but also 

looks at possibilities of resistance to it. In her two projects, Mitchell explores how young 

people’s analyses of historical and geographical spaces encourages them to be critical thinkers 

on issues of social justice and become political actors.

The book is divided into four different parts1 drawing on the geographical literature and 

examples from research conducted in Canada, the United States, and England. In the first 

section, “Geographies of Work and Education”, Mitchell explores the geographies of global 

uneven development and how this affects notions of becoming a flexible and mobile worker in 

the contemporary neoliberal global economy. Her main argument is that globalization and new 

technological developments have altered the physical and spatial structure of work and 

opportunities for employment. In Chapter 2, Mitchell indicates that it is not only these “structural

constraints that greatly limit the types of choices that people can make”, but also “prevailing 

rationalities of governance” (p.26, 27). The author cites Foucault’s work addressing 

1 The book includes two chapters co-authored with Key MacFarlane: Chapter 4, “Geographies of Lifelong Learning 
and the Knowledge Economy”; and Chapter 7, “The Choice Machine and the Road to Privatization”.
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transformations in the conceptualization of scientific knowledge and expertise as important for 

the formation of subjectivity in self and external perceptions.

In the second section of the book, “Flexible Work, Strategic Workers”, Mitchell 

examines notions around the shifting rhetoric on multiculturalism in schools. She argues that too 

often ideas of equality and tolerance are “superficial expressions of cultural difference” that 

leave “deeper processes of racism and economic inequity” unaddressed (p.49) while the narrative

of multiculturalism promotes capitalist interests by underpinning national identity. In Chapters 4 

and 5, Mitchell discusses the promotion of philosophies such as lifelong learning and new 

struggles over educating children for global citizenship. Those rationalities prepare students to 

fulfil market-driven objectives.

The book’s third section, “The Reform Coalition”, centers the discussion on the funding 

and programming priorities of philanthropic foundations. Mitchell analyzes the ways in which 

struggling state-funded schools and discourses around the “war on youth”2 creates an 

environment where philanthropic institutions can recruit students and their families to a new 

sense of value and security. Under these philanthropic interventions, value resides in the 

opportunity to choose schools and learning styles, opportunities that pair with market-based 

logics of individual free choice.

In the book’s fourth and final section, “Geographies of Resistance, Acts of Citizenship”, 

Mitchell considers the role of collective and intergenerational memory in the spaces of resistance

(see also Gordon et al. 2016; Mitchell and Elwood 2013). She introduces two projects conducted 

with middle school students in collaboration with Sarah Elwood. In the first project, students 

found and “counter-mapped” alternative historical sites that were important for marginalized 

groups. The second project involved tracing the history and geography of a river. In this 

program, researchers worked with young people to find, map, and discuss the transformative 

2 Mitchell refers to the effect of neoliberal policies in education like harsh zero-tolerance policies and standardized 
forms of assessment (p.109) as a “war on youth”.
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relationships between humans and nature. This facilitated understandings about human and 

nonhuman relationships. This work links the idea of global neoliberal forces with local 

subjective scalar practices and discourses of youth perspectives through time (Mitchell and 

Elwood 2013).

This book elicits several questions in need of further investigation. For instance, the 

devalued bodies of color left behind within notions of limited freedom to choose education. 

Recent work coming from black and Latinx geographers develops ideas of state-sanctioned 

violence within racial capitalism. Within geographies of education, Lipman’s (2011, 2018) work 

has focused on the complexity of racial segregation in US cities today and an emerging 

education movement for equity and racial justice. Where racial segregation in cities has been a 

strategy of containment, subordination, and exploitation, African American and Latinx activists 

have developed collective survival, radical solidarity, resistance strategies, and counter-

hegemonic economic and social relations. Another important area of inquiry includes how these 

spaces of resistance in schools, using multiple knowledges and multiple identities, speak back to 

logics of government which Mitchell sees as critical to spatial thinking. Expanding in Mitchel’s 

ideas, there is potential in learning how community organizations play a role in facilitating 

spaces to youth and how the production of these spaces shape the formation of their political 

subjectivities and potential acts of citizenship (democratic practices in opposition to the 

neoliberal agenda in education; p.139). 

Mitchell’s participatory research with middle school students is a great example of how 

scholars can do research with young people while also incorporating critical pedagogies in their 

work (see Chapter 8). Further questions within Making Workers focus on how we can 

incorporate geographies of solidarity between youth communities. How do these relationships 

play out in the formation of counter-hegemonic identities? What other methods in geographical 

research can be used to collectively imagine better spatial futures with children in schools? How 

can we consider multiple cultures and knowledges from experiences rooted in historical contexts 
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inside the US and outside? These questions might allow us to think about the many possible 

creative ways in which young people can contribute to the understanding of complex processes.

The book has some limitations. Most particularly, discourses of race and racism receive 

less attention, even though literature on them seems apparent in aspects of the case studies 

exploring spatial memory (section four of the book). At the neighborhood and local scale, Mary 

Thomas’ (2011) Multicultural Girlhood and Beverly Tatum’s (2017) Why Are All the Black Kids

Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? would be good complements to Mitchell’s uneven 

developmental approach to education. These examples show the effects of racial segregation, 

interrogating how new private sector actors impact those spaces at the scale of the body.

Nevertheless, Making Workers opens a crucial debate: it generally challenges the context 

of “market intervention” to maintain discourses of equality and opportunity in education for 

students’ life-long learning. This reading is highly recommended for scholars of critical 

geographies of education – a growing field within geography (Nguyen et al. 2017) and focus of a

specialty group in the American Association of Geographers. It may also be a useful read for 

policymakers to consider ways in which outside philanthropic and private institutions intervene 

in public spaces of education.
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