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Abstract 

This paper offers considerations of how political discourse is intertwined with 

education. Utilising Foucault’s (1987) notion of discourse we explore its usefulness for 

producing an analysis of discursive formations which shape education for driving the 

economy, developing human capital and as a product. Using Foucauldian theory and 

terminology we follow the maxim of ‘will-to-knowledge’ to illuminate some of the 

current pressures on the subject of Education Studies. Our discussion develops the 

notion of discourse to theorise and articulate the ways in which education has been 

co-opted by political ideologies and infused by the specific economic philosophies 

which have created ‘neoliberalisations’ in education. The extent to which 

neoliberalisation has shaped Education Studies is explored and illustrated, with 

reference to particular discursive formations. The paper argues that in particular the 

changing and multi-disciplinary nature of Education Studies make it vulnerable to the 

changes brought about by the neoliberalisation of education. The first part of the paper 

discusses the notion of discourse and its usefulness in analysing educational change 

and the second section critically narrates some of the political discourses which have 

resulted in particular discursive formations through which education becomes co-

opted by government agendas. The final section offers some insights into how these 

productions of discourse in education impact on the subject of Education Studies.  
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The focus of this paper 

Throughout this paper we explore the academic study of education and suggest that 

the subject of Education Studies continues to exist in a reactionary mode within Higher 

Education, influenced by national changes, to respond to the competitive nature of 

education as constructed in global markets. We use discourse to generate an analysis 

of how education is conceived of in current times, particularly focusing on how political 

and economic hegemonies appropriate education and schooling for purposes other 

than the pure pursuit of knowledge and enlightenment. The notion of discourse as 

theorised by Foucault (1987) has become extensively used in social science and 

educational research. Perhaps its appeal comes from how widely it has been 

discussed by many authors making sense of different aspects of education (Foley, 

2005; Jensen & Walker, 2008; McPherson, 2015). Instead of attempting to add to 

these numerous and theoretically probing contributions, we will present some 

examples of how discourse has been written about and made more attainable as a 

concept in order to isolate some discourses deriving from political and economic 

rhetoric which influence the world of education and the academic subject of Education 

Studies. In this paper we deploy the notion of discourse methodologically, as a way to 

account for some key changes in the world of education with an emphasis on how 

discourses resulting from neoliberal ideologies have altered the meaning and purpose 

of education, and in turn the subject of Education Studies. 

To begin our methodological explorations with discourse it is important to emphasise 

that the notion of discourse has sometimes been used synonymously with narrative, 

and while these two domains overlap it is important to note they are not the same. The 

prominence of both discourse and narrative exploration originate from the linguistic 

school in the 1960s with the work of Saussure, and the separation between language 

as structure and language as sign (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). On the distinction 

between discourse and narrative Livholts and Tamboukou (2015: 4) argue that 

discourse is an “analytical concept that acknowledges the active role of language in 

the production of knowledge and power through text and talk, genre and 

representation”. Foucault does not advocate a specific approach for analysing 

discourse, but his work on the discursive production of disciplines, knowledge, the 

body, power and resistance, constitute a rich source of inspiration for the variety of 

approaches within the field of discourse studies today. Although both discourse and 



Educationalfutures                                                                         Bustillos Morales and Abegglen 

Vol.9(1) June 2018                                                                                The Co-opting of Education 

e-journal of the British Education Studies Association      20 

ISSN: 1758-2199       © BESA 2018                                                                                                                                                                              

narrative involve language, discourse denotes how language shapes social forces 

rather than expression. In other words, discourse carries power, and it is through 

looking at discourse as representative of the production of power that we argue how it 

underscores education generally, and subsequently the subject of Education Studies.  

It is against this backdrop that we explore current developments in education and the 

resulting pressures on the subject of Education Studies. We outline how political 

discourse, following Foucault (1987), is a useful tool to decode dominant neoliberal 

discourses helping to isolate the economic-driven rhetoric surrounding education in 

the United Kingdom (U.K.). These discourses have become embedded in education 

and the subject of Education Studies, producing coercive entanglements dictated by 

political and economic rhetoric, which, in turn, make the criticality and multi-

disciplinarity of the subject precarious. Arendt (1954) describes the way political 

discourses dominate social themes and create dominant political discourses. We 

contend that education as a whole, and Education Studies in particular, are 

experiencing a crisis of purpose created by the current dominant political-economic 

discourse but which, still, carries potential, and should be utilized to actively and pro-

actively shape the subject’s future. As Ward (2013: xiii) points out, it is important “... to 

know what education is, but also what education should be, and might be”. Hence, as 

Arendt (1954) argues, it is necessary that educators utilise the opportunity provided 

by the very fact of crisis “...which tears away facades and obliterates prejudices - to 

explore and inquire into whatever has been laid bare of the essence of the matter...”, 

in the hope of transforming it. 

Making sense of discourse and its usefulness for education  

As a notion discourse has been made sense of by many theorists and writers who see 

its potential to explore the nature of change in societal arrangements. Stuart Hall 

(1997: 44), cultural theorist, political activist and sociologist, considers Foucault’s 

notions of discourse and states: “It governs the way that a topic can be meaningfully 

talked about and reasoned about. It also influences how ideas are put into practice 

and used to regulate the conduct of others”. Hall considers how discourses form the 

objects of which they speak, they are productive of meaning. Moreover, Weedon 

(1987: 108), in reference to Foucault, says about discourse: 
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...ways of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, forms 

of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and 

relations between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and 

producing meaning. They constitute the “nature” of the body, unconscious 

and conscious mind and emotional life of the subjects they seek to govern. 

Weedon’s interpretation illuminates some of the more insidious productions of 

discourse, including the patterns of conduct and the social practices we follow. 

According to this interpretation, we are all subjects of, and affected by, discourse.  

These theorisations of discourse, based on Foucault, advocate that the many ways of 

talking about the world and its reality lead to particular discursive formations, emerging 

at particular times, and in particular spaces. So, discourse is not just a linguistic term, 

or just what people say about something, or just simple ‘talk’, but a tool to understand 

particular constructions of truth, in a particular context, at a particular time. As Hall 

(1992: 291 cited in Hall 2004: 72) says of discourse:  

...a group of statements which provide the language for talking about - a 

way of representing the knowledge about - a particular topic at a particular 

historical moment … Discourse is about the production of knowledge 

through language. 

This means, discourse can be used as both a methodological and a theoretical tool.  

Theoretically, discourse as advocated by Foucault (1987) encapsulates the 

productivity of language and power. Methodologically, discourse allows us to isolate 

dominant rhetoric and understand it as discursive formations, which have something 

to do with how we understand and are able to speak of something in a specific time-

space continuum. Sociological discourse analysis, then, helps to understand social 

reality because, as Ruiz Ruiz (2009) states, “...from a sociological standpoint, 

discourse is defined as any practice by which individuals imbue reality with meaning”. 

These discursive formations will be elaborated on in this paper and are argued to be 

ways in which education has been co-opted by dominant political and economic 

discourses and changed into an instrument to pursue neoliberal ideologies. The paper 

suggests that thinking about education as constructed through discourse not only 

opens up the possibility to explore how changes to education impact on and are 
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negotiated within the subject of Education Studies, but also how these discourses 

have led to many transformations in the subject that often contradict the criticality 

which is part of the nature of the subject itself.  

Entanglements of political discourse and the co-opting of education 

Education has been associated with pedagogical discourses incorporating 

functionalist ideas that advocate education as an instrument for the continuation of 

society. This, in turn, has made education part of political discourses that see it as an 

important element to help building and also maintaining the State. This sparks 

questions not only about the meaning and purpose of education, both for society as a 

whole and the individual, but also its suitability as an instrument to achieve political 

goals. In this context, neoliberalism and the development of the ‘knowledge economy’ 

have produced a fundamental shift in the way schools and other educational 

institutions are seen and structured, and had their purpose redefined and revalidated. 

Education has become more and more aligned in “market terms” and this has 

happened “on a global scale” (Nordensvärd, 2014: 340).  

Market metaphors have dominated the Western world of education and schooling 

since Ronald Reagan in the U.S. and Margaret Thatcher in the U.K. made neoliberal 

policy the foundation of state policy. Their ideas and policies have spread to 

developing countries in Africa and South America through structural adjustment 

programmes and Western development aid programmes (Nordensvärd, 2014). 

Thatcher’s changes to education in the U.K. were further amplified by later political 

discourse during New Labour’s government leadership. Since Tony Blair’s declaration 

in 2005 that “education is the best economic policy there is” (Walford, 2013: 7), 

education and schools have been further exposed to international competition and 

global educational markets. As Giroux (2012) states: 

Since the 1970s, we have witnessed the forces of market fundamentalism 

strip education of its public values, critical content, and civic responsibilities 

as part of its broader goal of creating subjects wedded to consumerism, 

risk-free relationships, and the destruction of the social state. 

This political rhetoric behind education as economic activity, and the introduction of 

public educational league tables, against which schools are judged and can be funded 
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accordingly, has enabled a discursive formation around education for the sake of the 

economy. This, in turn, has enabled the creation of a model of education propped up 

on competition, choice, efficacy and strict regimes of standardised testing. Schools 

are less and less seen as an essential provision of the State, and more as a service 

responding to market trends and shifts, moving further away from a focus on learning 

and teaching towards an economic model where they rely on producing outcomes to 

survive. Within these political discourses, the purposes of schools and schooling 

changed from responding to students’ needs, to responding to market forces, 

strategizing to secure funding, and inherently securing their own existence. As Blake 

et al., (2000: ix) state:  

Children, schools or whole educational systems (local authorities, for 

example, or nations internationally competing at mathematics) moving from 

lower to higher positions on league tables, entirely as if educational 

achievement were no different from that of a football team pulling clear of 

the relegation zone or becoming a contender for promotion. 

Another important veneer of political discourse has been the increasing steering of 

education towards employment markets and meeting the needs of the “knowledge 

economy”, thought of as “production and services based on knowledge-intensive 

activities that contribute to an accelerated pace of technical and scientific advance, as 

well as rapid obsolescence” (Powell & Snellman, 2004: 199). The former Prime 

Minister Gordon Brown outlined his “new approach to education policy” by raising the 

school leaving age to 18, and offering a “clear pathway from school to a career” (Ball, 

2008: 3). However, most of these pathways were also focused on the premise of the 

knowledge economy and therefore, seeing intellectual knowledge as the primary tool 

to produce and maximize new economic benefits. Employment related discourses 

redefined educational institutions in accordance with their relations to the knowledge 

industries and the base of skills needed to develop experts in their specialist fields. 

The importance to remain competitive in globalised employment markets has 

produced a discursive formation of education for the development of human capital.  

Thinking about political discourses as productive, we argue that discourses around 

the development of human capital and competitive (education) provision turn students 

into capital assets and investments, a view which changes the nature of the 
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relationship between schools and student communities as well as those with the wider 

society. Schools are less incentivised to reflect on how to meet and respond to student 

situations and experiences, but rather more focused on recruiting the type of pupils 

which might require less investment, less teaching resources, and who might add 

value to the school and help it achieve its goals. Zepke (2017: 72) asserts how some 

of these discursive formations around human capital turn schools, parents and 

students into “market participants and competitors who contribute to the development 

of knowledge capitalism” and can better reap the rewards of the knowledge economy. 

Within the discursive formation of education to develop skilled workers for the 

knowledge economy, education is reduced to “the motor of global capitalism and the 

production of human capital” (Nordensvärd, 2014: 340); these outcomes are further 

problematized by the failures of the knowledge economy in many countries, as 

demonstrated by recent economic turmoil. 

On another set of political discourses, Ball (2008) has described how the era of 

educational policy in the 1990s was marked by an endorsement of parental choice, 

which was at the centre of New Labour’s political discourse and informed much of the 

educational policy at the time. However, since then many more choice-centred policies 

have been developed, all leading to a grading and ranking of institutions and their 

achievements, promising substantive returns for those who invest in the ‘business of 

education’ and also those who make the ‘right choices’. The latest move in this regard 

was the change of style for Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 exams (SATs), the 

subsequent raising of student fees in Higher Education, and the introduction of the 

Teacher Excellence Framework (TEF), a measure resembling schools’ league tables, 

but for universities. The expansion of the element of ‘choice’ in the world of education 

has created discursive formations reconstructing educational institutions as services 

and students as customers, which in turn lead to a discursive positioning of education 

as a product.  

These discursive formations, instigated through policy and government agendas, have 

produced a ‘neoliberalisation of education’, which has reshaped education for the sake 

of the economy, for the development of human capital, and as a product. Although 

these discourses began to circulate many years ago, most notably with the 

introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988, and other standardising systems to 

track school effectiveness and pupils’ progress, the prevalence of these discourses in 
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modern times show that political discourse continues to see education as needing to 

fulfil economic imperatives. Giroux (2011: 11) narrates some of the resulting dynamics 

in relation to the Higher Education sector: 

...learning is increasingly defined in instrumental terms. At the same time, 

critical knowledge is relegated to the dustbins of history … Conscripting the 

university to serve as corporate power’s apprentice … In a market-driven 

… university, questions regarding how education might enable students to 

develop a keen sense of prophetic justice, promote the analytic skills 

necessary to hold power accountable, and provide the spiritual foundation 

through which they not only respect the rights of others but also … claim 

their moral and political agency become increasingly irrelevant. 

This quote summarises from a critical pedagogic point of view, the reductions that 

occur if all value is linked to economic outcomes in the world of education. Learning 

for the sake of learning becomes unthinkable and education is constructed as a means 

to an end less and less linked to the individual and gradually more associated with 

broader patterns of economic activity such as work and employment. A process of 

change exemplifies this, where the neoliberal project in education is a “story of the 

never inevitable ascendancy of neoliberalisation as an open-ended and contradictory 

process of politically-assisted market rule” (Ball et al., 2017: 1).  

Will to knowledge, political discourses, and the subject of Education 

Studies   

Examining educational change through political rhetoric and political discourse is a 

very important avenue into thinking how we ‘come to know’ education, both in its 

nature and in its purpose. Based on Foucault’s (1987) understanding of discourse, we 

argue that the knowledge we hold on education is permeated by the very discourses 

that allow us to speak of it in particular ways. One of the ways in which discourse 

functions is through the ‘will to know(ledge)’ (Foucault, 1987). Schools, as social 

institutions carry a responsibility to will (us) to knowledge. For example, schools will 

(us) to knowledge Mathematics in a particular way, will (us) to knowledge History in a 

particular way, will (us) to knowledge Literature in a particular way, but also, very 

importantly, will (us) to knowledge what education is, and what it should be for. As 

Foucault (1987: 48) states, our particular will to knowledge: 
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...comprises a discrete realm of discursive practices … a conceptual terrain 

in which knowledge is formed and produced … Discursive practices are 

characterised by a delimitation of a field of objects, the definition of a 

legitimate perspective for the agent of knowledge, and the fixing of norms 

for the elaboration of concepts and theories. 

This theorisation of discourse through the will to knowledge allows us to reflect on how 

the knowledge produced around the nature and purposes of education has changed. 

As presented in our paper, there has been a harnessing of education to competitive 

markets, career pathways and skills needed in a knowledge economy, ‘an economy 

that has shifted from one in which physical resources, human and material, are the 

main inputs to production, to one, in which the most significant and financially valuable 

activities are knowledge-based or “symbolic”’ (Temple, 2013: 1). The recent 

discourses surrounding education then are willing us to know education as a system 

that is supposed to address the ‘ills’ not just of society, but also the ‘ills’ of the 

economy, by reproducing skills and behaviours that favour the economy, creating 

growth and sustaining economic development (Walford, 2013). We extend these ideas 

into thinking about how these dynamics have repercussions for the subject of 

Education Studies.  

To further explore the effect that current political and economic discourses have on 

the subject of Education Studies it is important to understand how it has become a 

subject. Bartlett and Burton (2016: 6) explain how the subject of Education Studies 

was effectively “invented during the period of expansion in education post-Second 

World War”, which created a demand for more high-quality teachers. Because of this, 

teacher-training courses were expanded. In addition, the idea of an all-graduate 

profession developed and Bachelor of Education (BEd) degrees were introduced. 

These courses focused not only on pedagogy, but also introduced learners to relevant 

theoretical concepts fostering professional practice. Subsequently, there were moves 

to make education an academic subject and remove it from teacher training altogether. 

From this climate emerged courses in Education Studies, and Quality Assurance 

Agency (QAA) Benchmark Statements introduced in 2001, which reignited the 

theoretical study of education from more critical perspectives. These courses were 

made up of other disciplines including Sociology, History, Philosophy and Psychology, 

and expanded rapidly in the Higher Education sector, which had growing numbers of 



Educationalfutures                                                                         Bustillos Morales and Abegglen 

Vol.9(1) June 2018                                                                                The Co-opting of Education 

e-journal of the British Education Studies Association      27 

ISSN: 1758-2199       © BESA 2018                                                                                                                                                                              

students seeking to study in the Social Sciences and expanding their theoretical 

knowledge about education. Education Studies offered then interesting varied 

programmes, which were appealing since they were leading to a professional career 

but still had a rigorous academic foundation. The latest QAA for Higher Education 

(2015) benchmark states: 

Essentially, Education Studies is concerned with understanding how people 

develop and learn throughout their lives, and the nature of knowledge and 

critical engagement with ways of knowing and understanding. It offers 

intellectually rigorous analysis of educational processes, systems and 

approaches, and their cultural, societal, political, historical and economic 

contexts. 

Interestingly, Ward (2013) points out, most Education Studies courses have evolved 

from the knowledge and interest of the staff involved, and hence they all have a slightly 

different focus. Despite this, Education Studies was able to establish itself as a subject 

and currently most Education Studies courses take a critical examination and 

exploration of education as the focus, drawing on wider subjects of social sciences 

and humanities. Many universities and course leaders also recognise the need for 

political theory and an understanding of global economic ideologies, although there is 

much less agreement as to how far these subjects should be included in the syllabus 

(Peters et al., 2017).  

In the past Education Studies departed from teacher training, endeavouring to 

establish itself as an academic subject with a critical and theoretical approach to the 

study of Education. However, in recent years and as a result of the effects of the 

previously discussed political discourses and discursive formations, Education Studies 

has been under mounting pressure to change and align itself more closely to the 

neoliberal market forces imposed on education. Education Studies, as other academic 

subjects, does not remain untouched by these waves of change, which arguably 

always generate flows of (new) discourse. These new discourses influence the lens 

through which we appreciate Education Studies as a subject, leading to many changes 

in its provision and its delivery as a Higher Education course. These changes include 

a larger emphasis on placement and work experience units in order to open the way 

for more instrumentalist and career-oriented degrees where the revived focus is on 
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practical skills for work and employment, possibly at the expense of the criticality which 

characterised it in its early development (White, 2016). Further, Education Studies 

degrees, as with other degree provisions, have become subject to constant evaluation 

with the aim to make them more competitive and aligned to market demands. 

If discourse wills us to know something in a particular way, the political discourses 

surrounding education, as led by choice, competition, market forces and increased 

accountabilities increase pressures in Education Studies to respond to these 

essentialisations of education. Namely, if future teachers and professionals of 

education are expected to act and react as producers of human capital, and key 

players in ensuring schools produce competitive results, then teachers are 

constructed as a particular type of professional. This is a professional who is subjected 

to satisfy the needs of educational markets and assessment benchmarks demands. 

Within the subject of Education Studies these pressures have been felt particularly in 

how, as a subject, it is now expected to cater to the needs of a cohort who are destined 

to become what Ball et al., (2011) call economic “policy subjects”, that is, enforcers, 

interpreters and gatekeepers of policy in neoliberal schools.  

Since Education Studies continues to be a course which may be taken by prospective 

teachers who will follow on to a PGCE route, the content of modules and syllabi may 

be more closely scrutinised. The syllabi are re-thought as needing to fit the new 

pragmatic policy landscapes of schools and educational institutions to the detriment 

of more critical content and multi-disciplinary theorisations, which are at the heart of 

Education Studies as a subject. The political discourses around education as needing 

to adapt to new economic realities producing institutions and degrees that are rapidly 

adaptable and competitive employing strategies addressing global pressures on 

growth and development, have created a ‘market culture’, which, as Giroux (2011: 11) 

argues, ‘is aggressively colonizing everyday life and social forms increasingly lose 

their shape … in a landscape of rapidly dissolving critical public spheres’. The subject 

of Education Studies as a critical intersection of disciplines and discourses is 

particularly open to these developments. Central to this is the constant struggle that 

the subject of Education Studies faces in striking the right balance between upholding 

applied and more practical approaches to the study of education and productions of 

knowledge, and more critical/theoretical approaches. It is in this this stretch zone that 

Education Studies needs to prepare for its future. 
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Conclusion 

We can therefore summarise how, theoretically, discourse is not just about language, 

but also the spatial, historical and social, (im)possible narratives and meanings around 

something. We have sought to utilise discourse as a methodological yet theoretical 

tool that helps to uncover the interdependence between the institution, and the 

generation and administration of discourse within education and the subject of 

Education Studies. Equally, we have developed some discursive lines of inquiry 

around the notion of education, which afford us a way to problematise the current 

instrumentalisation of education. Referring back to education we have made sense of 

some political discourses, which reconstitute education as a driver for economic 

competitiveness, and as an active response to the demands of labour markets. Our 

analysis and use of the notion of discourse has led us to a consideration of emerging 

discursive formations, of education for the sake of the economy, education for the 

development of human capital and education as a product.  

Within the climate of political discourses we argue that the subject of Education 

Studies currently exists in a reactionary mode within Higher Education, because of the 

substantial changes that seem to be effected to the world of education, both at a 

national level, and at a global level, particularly since education has become a 

commodity traded in market conditions. The subject of Education Studies faces an 

ever increasing need to justify why the syllabus should remain critical and somewhat 

detached from the practicalities of teaching. This is partly explained through the wider 

changes in discourse that have occurred within the realm of education, as driven by 

economic ideologies and political agendas, producing an educational policy which 

upholds the values of the knowledge economy, where education becomes closely 

aligned to outcomes leading to employability and competitiveness. If education is 

discursively defined as needing to enhance economic productivity and satisfy labour 

market demands, the ultimate product of an education is to be trained, for most, to 

occupy jobs and for some others, to develop skills and abilities for a particular 

profession. This redefines the nature and purposes of education and learning, 

including the subject of Education Studies, and reduces it to the logics corporatism, 

where students become apprentices, and academics and universities as needing to 

serve the demands of corporate powers (Giroux, 2011).  
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To this effect, the subject of Education Studies as it exists, is entangled and reshaped 

by economic, social and political discourses that reduce curriculum to a prescriptive 

text, educational achievement to quantifiable attainment, critical thinking to 

applicable/practical knowledge, and successful learning to securing job outcomes for 

graduates. If education is becoming instrumentalised then the subject of Education 

Studies becomes attuned to these instrumentalisations. Some of these rapid changes 

and unexpected turns can be said to leave education and its academic fields, such as 

Education Studies in a constant crisis, amidst a struggle to define an identity, as 

Hannah Arendt (1954) points to: 

…the problem of education in the modern world lies in the fact that by its 

very nature it cannot forgo either authority or tradition, and yet must proceed 

in a world that is neither structured by authority nor held together by 

tradition… We must decisively divorce the realm of education from the 

others, most of all from the realm of public, political life, in order to apply to 

it alone a concept of authority.  

However, discourse and the analysis of discursive formations could be used to 

consider the changing positions of the subject and the subjects typically involved in 

education, such as parents, students, teachers, managers, leaders, governors, 

researchers and academics. This may help to create an alternative response to the 

dominant neoliberal discourses, and hence enables to shape and re-shape the identity 

of Education Studies, which seems important to secure its future as an independent 

(academic) subject. 
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