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This paper reports on work in transition. Since 1994 I have been examining the impact of 
neo-liberal reform in schools and TAFE with a view to clarifying the trajectory of continuity 
and change in education and training. Now, in 1999, I am finally drawing this body of 
research together, identifying major conclusions, and framing up the critical questions that 
have arisen from this work. This paper outlines this work and flags some of the challenges 
facing education in the future. 

A research transition: 1994-2000 

Since 1994 my program of research has hinged off two major funded projects. The first was 
the Social Organisation of Educational Practice project funded by the Australian Research 
Council from 1994-1997, investigated the impact of neo-liberal reforms in Victorian schools 
and TAFE Institutes. The second was the Reshaping Australian Education project which was 
funded by the Australian National University’s Research School of Social Science as a 
strand within its ten year research program on ‘Reshaping Australian institutions’. This major 
interdisciplinary research program aimed to develop theoretical and substantive analyses of 
Australia’s key social institutions with a view to determining directions for feasible reform. A 
range of further research projects and applied R&D activities have extended the research 
base on which I have developed this analysis of continuity and change in education and 
training. This is elaborated in Table 1: 

Table 1: Research base, 1994-1999 

Project Funding 
body 

Focus 

Social organisation 
of educational 
practice 

large ARC Impact of restructuring on teachers and managers 
work in schools and TAFE in Victoria 

Reshaping 
Australian education 

ANU The impact of neo-liberal reform in education and 
the implications for further reform 

Enterprise-based 
research in public 
and private VET 
providers 

OTFE Patterns of knowledge production in VET providers 
and its application to organisational decision-making 

  

Evaluation of CBT NREC An evaluation of the impact of a decade of 
competency-based training on curriculum, 
assessment and teachers’ roles. 

Capacity-building for Small ARC A study of innovative educational practice and its 



the learning society enabling conditions 

  

Key conclusions: 

These research projects (complemented by professional work) have provided a wide 
information base on which to assess the impact of neo-liberal reform in education and 
training, and to begin to think about its implications for the future. Much of this work has 
been written up already. My purpose here is therefore not to argue the case for our 
conclusions but to flag our major insights as a basis for framing a research agenda for the 
future. 

The nature of neo-liberal reform: Like other research, our work showed that neo-liberal 
reform affirms market organisation and undercuts older centralised bureaucratic structures 
of education and training. However, rather than seeing this trajectory as an intention to 
marketise educational provision, we have taken the view that: 

(a) neo-liberal reform is one moment in a longer history of reform of government and public 
policy which, since the 1970s, has been grappling with the challenges of governing in the 
context of globalising trends (eg. shifts in government capacity to regulate within national 
boundaries, changes in the organisation of work, reframing cultural horizons, political 
pressures arising from changes in social composition and post-material imperatives); and 

(b) governments have taken up neo-liberalism (and, most importantly, its libertarian social 
philosophy) as a means of grappling with these problems of governance. Specifically, they 
have attempted to redesign the institutional framework of public policy in Australia in order to 
exercise some leverage over national agendas and reorient them towards Australia’s 
international competitive advantage. 

This institutional redesign depends upon the view that contexts shape behaviour and if you 
change contexts, behaviours change. This simple insight has been used to engineer 
institutional change in preferred directions by defining outcomes and seeking contextual 
levers that can realise the preferred behavioural change. What is less clear is whether, or to 
what extent, these contextual/behavioural shifts also change attitudes and values. 

The practical impact of neo-liberal institutional redesign, based upon variants of rational 
actor theory coupled with a rationalist methodology, has been to privilege instrumental 
institutional purposes at the expense of the normative framework which acts as a kind of 
cultural autopilot. This has resulted in a preoccupation with instrumental outcomes which 
have destabilised prevailing norms and meanings within institutions. 

Impacts of neo-liberal reform: The various research projects indicate that: 

1. Teachers’ and managers’ work practices have changed as a result of this government 
driven institutional re-engineering. Work expectations have proliferated, with significant 
increases in administrative, organisational and marketing activities. These have shifted the 
roles that teachers and manages see themselves playing. The institutional redesign 
processes, and their relay effects through management within different workplaces, has 
centralised control and authority but increased the responsibilities of staff lower down in 
organisational hierarchies. The recognition that institutional survival depends upon income-



generation in an increasingly uncertain financial context appears to have been generalised 
across the workforce. 

Teachers’ teaching strategies have not changed significantly, although in TAFE they have 
been re-organised in order to enable off-campus delivery (in workplaces and off-shore), 
technology-mediated delivery, and self-pacing. What has changed is the way these teaching 
practices are orchestrated within the broader teaching labour process and, commonly, 
subordinated to other commercially-oriented or organisational work. Managers’ work is 
increasingly oriented towards external engagement and to driving change. 

2. Patterns of response are evident amongst staff. Within our key research site, the director 
an other staff talked about the ‘dinosaurs’. They identified a group of staff who affirmed 
traditional educational values (eg. development of student learning and potential, the 
significance of teaching, student care and support, the importance of public service, of due 
process, of equity and probity in public affairs). These ‘dinosaurs’ contrasted with those staff 
we called ‘cowboys’ who appeared to revel in the new-found freedom associated with 
market-reform and self-management. They spoke of winning projects in the competitive 
marketplace, turning them round and delivering at speed. They railed against, and sought to 
side-step, institutional constraints, especially in doing deals and negotiating financial 
arrangements, and in conforming to rule-governed institutional processes (eg. IR, 
governance). 

By far the majority of teachers and (to a lesser extent) managers indicated that they were 
driven to reorient their work practices and commitments but they attempted to do this while 
holding onto traditional educational commitments: to students, to good teaching, to doing a 
good job that is fair, principled, universal rather than particularists in orientation. We called 
these staff, who sought to develop a hybrid practice between commercial imperatives and 
good educational practice, capacity-builders. They aimed to enhance their student’s 
capacities for social practice and, through this work with individuals, to enhance the capacity 
of various collectives - occupational or local communities, industry, their department. 

3. Individual responses coalesce into departmental (or collective) patterns of advocacy, 
resistance and innovation. The key fracture lines across these collectives appear to be 
based in: 

(a) broad values: a view of TAFE as a public service organisation versus an enterprise 
serving business; 

(b) staff biography: those who had entered adult/TAFE education from other educational 
contexts were more likely to resist the current changes and were more often seen/described 
as dinosaurs. Those with industry experience included some cowboys but many more staff 
who defined their work in terms of serving their occupation or industry through enhancing 
student’s learning. They were often pragmatic in their response to change but held onto the 
value of students and their contribution to student/industry learning; 

(c) material resources: Departments that could meet the economic imperatives, especially 
income generation, were more likely to respond flexibly to change and were supported my 
overtly by management than those departments that were more vulnerable. 

4. The dynamics of continuity and change played out in complex ways. Market reform and 
self-management encourage pedagogic innovation and the fragmentation of work within 
workplaces, shifting the organisational level of analysis to departmental or sub-department 
(ie. units, centre) level and shifting the axis of organisation to an external rather than internal 
orientation. Yet normative traditions retain a significant hold. External endorsements through 



government of particular reform agendas (eg. commercialisation, industry-orientation, 
CBT/outcomes-based education) enabled a renewal of older traditions and identities: 
masculinist styles of management; the technical areas and manpower orientation in TAFE. 
But these reinstitutionalisations did not entirely overturn resistant identities, centred on 
teacherly and public service work ethics. Such identities found strength in resistance or were 
displaced through retrenchment or voluntary departure. Their reassertion probably depends 
upon the kind of external endorsements that can be mobilised to enhance support and 
success. 

Patterns of continuity and change were therefore partly shaped by industrial dynamics which 
enabled selective attrition (forced and voluntary), alongside the consolidation of particular 
styles of management practice. Mindsets about what counts as ‘good education’ and ‘a good 
teacher’ were critical here. However, these traditional management practices were troubled 
and, to some extent, softened, by policies and practices which affirmed difference in the 
workplace. Capacity-building as a pedagogic strategy towards institutional and institutional 
survival was paralleled by capacity-building as a management strategy oriented to 
harnessing cultural diversity and change for organisational purposes. It entailed recognising 
and productively accommodating workforce diversity, encouraging an external orientation 
and uptake of stakeholder interests; pursuing organisational change through organic, 
institutional gardening strategies, which hinge on staff development as well as system 
reform. 

The challenge of ongoing institutional redesign 

Seeing market reform in education as not simply an intentional agenda aimed at destroying 
the system of public education and is, instead, one attempt at reorienting education and 
prevailing practices of educational work towards the new challenges that accompany ‘new 
times’ (ie. globalisation, reinvention of government and public policy, redesign of welfare and 
work, and the reorientation of learning to sustain lifelong learning and a knowledge 
economy), confirms Considine’s (1996: 77) view that neo-liberalism is ‘a form of "house-
cleaning" ... a half-way house in the search for alternatives to the cumbersome mass 
institutions of the previous order’. From this perspective, the critical questions concern the 
future directions of education and training. 

Currently, there is evidence to suggest that the impact of neo-liberal reform has been to 
encourage pedagogic innovation at the expense of system coherence. Innovative trends that 
are evident include the following: 

• Teachers are using the contemporary rhetoric of self-management to reassert 
teacher identities, define pedagogical projects with particular learners and reaffirm 
the cultural content of educational work. 

• They affirm educational commitments. They deal with the new imperatives of 
marketised VET but without jettisoning their sense of good educational practice as a 
pedagogical service oriented to students. This work is not a process of teachers 
simply ‘delivering to’ students but is, rather, a joint labour process, a process of co-
producing learning between learner and teacher (Connell, 1995). 

• Teachers work across the boundaries of traditional educational organisation 
(classrooms and campuses) and, in the process of reaching out into workplaces, 
communities and international sites, they reconfigure educational spaces and 
relationships and create new learning communities. 



• Such participation in new learning communities both affirms and drives lifelong 
learning for teachers. Working outside familiar comfort zones is hard but often 
exciting. It requires teachers to learn new knowledge and skills, as well as capacities 
to act across community boundaries. 

• These changes in teaching work provide opportunities for revaluing teachers’ 
knowledge and expertise as worthy of reward. This revaluing is not just in terms of 
their content knowledge, which may or may not be seen as a useful resource but, 
most importantly, in terms of their knowledge-in-practice – their capacity to enable 
learners learning in diverse contexts. 

These emergent trends realise many of the aspirations of teacher professionalism and the 
parent and community movements of the 1970s. Despite being enabled within neo-liberal 
reform, they press towards a participatory and multicultural pattern of educational provision 
and practice. 

The cost of neo-liberal reform has been in outcomes that were destructive in terms of public 
education and social justice. Pedagogic innovation occurred alongside system fragmentation 
and resource unequalisation, resulting in a pattern of educational provision that extend 
access but only to highly resource differentiated learning opportunities. 

The challenge for education and training is to reassert system coherence while also 
reorienting educational provision and practice in ways that better attend to globalising 
imperatives and changes in the welfare state regime. This ultimately depends upon an active 
step away from market mechanisms and a reassertion of a role for government that 
encourages ongoing innovation within a planned framework. 

Planning for system coherence is contingent upon government (a) taking a strategic 
management role in the initiation and orchestration of systematic reform, and (b) rooting 
public provision in well-established (and culturally distinctive) Australian values. This 
normative grounding enables an organic ‘institutional gardening’ approach to institutional 
redesign and can, therefore, take advantage of those aspects of the prevailing educational 
culture which might advance educational arrangements. 

System coherence also requires reacknowledgment of the central role of the educational 
workforce in both maintaining/realising system coherence in practice and enabling learning 
and innovation. Workforce reformation is therefore a critical agenda in the modernisation of 
education and training. It will be advanced by harnessing the existing politics around 
workforce diversity to help redefine traditional models of the teacher and teaching. 
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