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Policy in transition:  the emergence of tackling early school leaving (ESL) as EU policy 

priority 

 

This paper explores, from a Foucauldian perspective, the emergence and nature of the 

current EU education policy priority issue of ‘early school leaving’. The paper suggests that 

a number of problematizations developing from the failure to secure Lisbon Strategy  

objectives have served to create a much stronger focus on the issue of young people 

deemed to be leaving education and training early in EU states. In examining how EU 

policy discourse positions such young people (subjectivation), the paper highlights how 

this has narrowed to a concern with young people as economic problems and principally 

positioned as economic units  which require to be more productive. Education and 

training are understood as investments in human capital and as the principal means to 

secure the dominant global economic position desired by the EU. The paper suggests, 

however, that human capital theory has been modified within this approach so that 

merely being retained in an educational setting is seen as proxy for the investment which 

education and training represent. This is a weaker policy position than previously 

espoused but, born of economic crisis, one which addresses related EU political aims of 

softening youth unemployment figures, dampening associated unrest, and reducing risks 

to social cohesion. 

 

Keywords; discourse; analysis 

 

1. Background 

This paper analyses the nature and development of a current EU education policy priority – 

tackling early leaving from education and training (ELET, but now known as ‘early leaving 

from school’: ESL).  Countries within the EU committed themselves in 2009, through the 

Strategic Framework for European Cooperation in education and training (‘ET 2020’),   to 

reducing the proportion of early leavers from education to less than 10 % by 2020. In 2010, 

a research report on the issues was commissioned (Dale, 2010) and in 2011, education 

ministers agreed on a ‘framework for coherent, comprehensive, and evidence-based 
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policies’ to tackle early leaving. The Council of the European Union issued some policy 

guidelines for member states in 2011, and the European Commission submitted a detailed 

report on the issue in relation to the Europe 2020 Agenda, with an accompanying staff 

working document. From 2011, a working group bringing together policy makers and 

practitioners from across Europe looked at examples of ‘good practice’ and promoted an 

exchange of experiences on this issue, most notably a Flanders case study (European 

Commission, 2014a).  The European Commission published the working group’s final report 

in 2013 (European Commission, 2013). This notion of ‘good practice sharing’ is 

problematized by Souto-Otero et al. (2008, 245), who describe this as the ‘lemming effect’ 

whereby ‘supposedly best practice which has been wrongly declared’ is implemented by 

countries who subsequently end up on the road to regression, rather than progression. This 

demonstrates the adverse effect that open methods of co-ordination (OMC), in terms of 

policy change induction, can have on the problem-solving capacity of politics.     

 

In 2014, a whole raft of publications was released in relation to the ET 2020 working group 

on school policy, one priority area of which is teacher education and the other, ESL.  On ESL, 

developments were: a Eurydice/Cedefop joint report on comprehensive policies against ESL 

(European Commission, 2014b); a Commission study on the effective use of early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) in preventing early school leaving (European Union, 2014) ;The 

European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network (ELGPN) published a concept note on the role of 

guidance to prevent ESL (Oomen and Plant, 2014); the European policy network on the 

education of children and young people with a migrant background (SIRIUS) published a 

policy note on ESL and pupils with a migrant background (Nouwen et al., 2015) ; and, NESET 

country reports on equity in education for all 28 member states were promised (see also 

Schraad-Tischler and Kroll, 2014) . 

 

Finally, in the context of the European Semester 2015, country-specific recommendations 

have been issued to some Member States focusing on reducing early school leaving as a 

policy priority area. Concern was raised at the lack of progress towards early school leaving 

reduction in such countries as Bulgaria, Cyprus, Spain, Hungary and Italy. 
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The definition of ‘early school leaving’ used at EU level refers to ‘those young people who 

leave education and training with only lower secondary education or less, and who are no 

longer in education and training’. In statistical terms, European ESL rates are measured as 

the percentage of 18-24 year olds in such a position. In 2012, figures estimated some 12.7% 

of the relevant population counted as early leavers, totalling some 5.5 million European 

citizens (European Commission, 2013, 8). Policy strategies were categorised under three 

broad headings: prevention; intervention; and compensation. These covered various 

aspects of educational provision such as the preventative high quality early childhood 

education and care; the intervention of early warning systems and support frameworks in 

schools; and compensatory action such as ‘second chance education’ (18-24). 

 

There is a considerable body of literature on the issue of early school leaving, but as this 

focus is on EU policy discourse, the substantive issues emerging from the research literature 

will not be considered in detail at this point. However, the notion of early school leaving in 

European policy has been problematized in research literature. Reducing early school 

leaving as the key contribution that education can make to address the economic crisis 

identified by the EU, the Commission and various national governments assume the 

presence of a directly causal relationship between the alarming levels of youth 

unemployment and early school leaving (Ross and Leathwood, 2013a). The objectification of 

the early school leaver as being the cause of the problem is challenged by Downes (2013), 

who argues that it is more the student’s lack of voice in the whole matter that leads to 

alienation from the educational system. On the other hand, one must also keep in mind the 

presence of strong socio-economic factors that lead to the predisposition of early school 

leaving among certain vulnerable groups (Vajello and Dooly, 2013). De Witte et al. (2013) 

adopt a rational cost-benefit calculus framework in order to dismantle the traditional belief 

of early school leaving regarded as ‘irrational behaviour of young people’ (340), in turn 

identifying various system characteristics of economies, labour markets and education 

systems in EU countries that act as drivers in the young people’s decision to drop out.  Ross 

and Leathwood (2013b) further argue that the concept of ESL captures a simplistic 

generalisation masking both the nature of educational trajectories, as well as the 

relationship between education and the labour market. They question the emphasis that 

the European Commission makes on the urgency of delivering ‘the right skills for 
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employment’, stating that lack of skills is certainly not the root of the economic crisis, as 

indicated by the high level of unemployment among European graduates. They further 

problematize the notion of ‘skills’ and ‘employability’ as presented by the European 

Commission, alluding to the presence of the ‘”blame the victims” mentality’ (406), the 

whole concept reflecting ‘not only a narrow conceptualisation of education, but also of the 

needs of labour market and of the strengths and potential of young people’ (ibid). In other 

words,  

‘Early School Leaving’ is a concept that is problematic, not merely because it is 

imprecise, and masks a variety of potentially indirect routes to the successful 

completion of an education, and not simply because it is being used as a political 

panacea to address youth unemployment … more significant[ly] … it becomes a 

marker for social exclusion, a means of maintaining inequities in societies. 

 (Ross and Leathwood, 2013b, 415) 

 

This European policy trajectory can be compared with the new school-leaving age policy in 

New South Wales, Australia, introduced without any consideration of its impact in complex 

contexts of gender, ethnicity and ability (Reid and Young, 2012). The latter borrow from 

Billett et al. (2010) in their suggestion that such a policy is nested within a neoliberal 

framework which emphasises individual responsibility in education-work transitions, thus 

doing away with government aid. All this is justified through the proliferation of 

globalisation – ‘as both ideology and justification that it is widely considered simultaneously 

necessary and inevitable’ (Reid and Young, 2012, 798). Situated within the same Australian 

context, Hodgson (2011) also positions the school-leaving age policy within the broader field 

of neoliberal reform, drawing on Foucault’s notion of governmentality to argue that the 

primary concern with students who are classified at ‘educational risk’ is a very narrow 

framework, excluding other forms of addressing the situation as ‘unthinkable and 

unsayable’ (128).   

 

2. Research questions 

The research is founded on Foucauldian theory and explores the emergence, through 

problematization, of the policy priority (genealogy); the ways in which the subjects of the 

policy initiative are positioned (subjectivation); and, the governmental rationality which 
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underpins the policy (governmentality). The study analyses how the policy development 

represents both continuity and disruption in relation to current trends in European and 

global educational governance.  

 

The study, therefore, examines three main research questions:  

1. From where, and within which policy context, does this priority emerge, and why? 

2. How does it position/subjectify the young people who are the focus of the policy 

initiative? 

3. What rationality underpins and drives the policy detail? 

 

From the perspective of a Foucauldian theoretical framework, the analysis aims to trouble 

the discourse by probing the inherent assumptions, the contingency of the discursive 

construction of both problem and solution, and the coherence of, and normative 

assumptions manifest in, the rationale on which this policy is founded. 

                                                                                      

3. Methods 

This study is positioned within the broad framework of Foucauldian discourse analysis and 

uses selected EU policy texts (‘serious statements’) as the focus of its analysis.  In a rare and 

explicit reference to discourse analysis, Foucault recognises that one approach is to ‘treat 

discourse as a set of linguistic facts linked together by syntactic rules of construction’ 

(2002a, 2). However, his focus is not on this ‘linguistic dimension’ but, instead, on discourse 

as ‘a set of polemical and strategic facts’ and so his analysis is of ‘discourse as a strategic and 

polemical game’ (2002a, 3). This is a helpful distinction and one which explains why the way 

in which Foucault engages in what we now would recognise as ‘critical discourse analysis’ 

often is not rooted in close analysis of specific words, phrases and concepts, but rather deals 

with the play of ideas, the power games employed through discursive practice.  

 

As Foucault indicated, his analysis is not directed at the micro, linguistic level and so 

applying his theory to policy documents requires allying this with more granular approaches. 

Even within the Foucauldian tradition, there is a wide range of approaches to this more 

linguistic form of discourse analysis, and this study follows the approach developed by Jäger 

and Maier (2009). In keeping with the ‘critical’ tradition, Jäger and Maier understand 
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discourse as constituting an exercise in power, and critical discourse analysis  not only as 

aiming to reveal contradictions, assumptions, and immanent problems within the discursive 

texts under scrutiny but also to undertake the analysis from a position committed to social 

equality and justice (van Dijk, 2009, 63). The ‘critical’ element, therefore, refers not just to 

Foucault’s project to question, probe, and challenge but to the Critical Theory tradition 

which positions this form of research as a potentially ‘emancipatory’ exercise in challenging 

dominant power structures, and tackling issues of injustice, inequality, and oppression. 

 

In Jäger and Maier’s terms the EU policy text under scrutiny may be labelled a ‘discourse 

fragment’, although within it there may be other fragments too which relate to different 

discourse strands (2009, 46-47). In addition, the context of EU policy may be considered as a 

discourse plane - ‘a social location from which speaking takes place’ (48). Of more 

immediate importance are the tools which Jäger and Maier (2009, 55) provide as a means 

for undertaking discourse analysis, summarised as: context; surface of the text; rhetorical 

means; content and ideological statements; other peculiarities; discourse position 

(ideological stance) of the text. These headings provide a comprehensive procedure to aim 

to achieve the ends of critical discourse analysis. 

 

Genealogy 

While many see Foucault’s two principal methods – archaeology and genealogy – as 

overlapping and not easily or usefully distinguished, genealogy can be seen to focus more 

on historical trajectory than contemporaneous practice, which is more the domain of 

archaeology. Archaeology explores the nature of a discursive system, uncovering its rules of 

formation within a specific historical context. Genealogy, on the other hand, is more 

concerned with the descent and emergence of discourse, with a focus on disruptions and 

sudden jolts rather than on providing a seamless historical narrative with its totalizing 

abstraction and explanatory closure. Genealogy has more of a focus on history, on power 

relations, on trajectories, however erratic their course, than on archaeology’s analysis of 

discursive formations at a given point. Genealogy seeks to probe the sets of relations and 

developments that enable different forms of knowledge to emerge (Olssen, 2006, 18), the 

‘haphazard conflicts’ and the ‘randomness of events’ (Foucault, 1984, 88) which are integral 

to the process of discursive change. 
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This method, therefore, seems eminently suited to this paper where the emergence of the 

EU concern with the school leaver is being probed as a policy priority. The study aims to 

investigate how this policy priority can be seen to have emerged from the  broad horizon of 

European policy interests, and to identify the problematizations which have led to the 

construction of the school leaver as a policy problem, an issue for which a solution is 

deemed necessary (Foucault, 2000a, 118). Of course, one must also question the extent to 

which ‘a “policy solution” can be considered problem-solving’ (Souto-Otero et al., 2008, 

245) due to the economic, technical, geographic, historical and cultural factors impinging on 

the context-specific nature of policy transfer. 

 

Subjectivation 

The construction of the school leaver as a policy target is also a focus of this research study. 

How individuals become subjects within regimes of truth was a key interest of Foucault but 

much of his later work was concerned with care of the self, rapport á soi, and technologies 

of the self (Foucault, 2000b, 2000c, 2000d). Here his interest was in how people made 

themselves subject, formed themselves within discursive regimes. In this paper, however, 

the focus is on how the policy initiative under scrutiny positions the subjects of its interest – 

school leavers. This may seem to take us back to the earlier Foucault and his notion of 

‘docile bodies’, and normalisation (1991a) but the discourse also gives young people agency, 

especially in terms of responsibilisation. A ‘docile body’ would lack the capacity for self-

formation to which they are interpellated here, and so the analysis must be of the ways in 

which young people are not only positioned but called upon to position themselves. 

 

 In exploring the way in which the school leaver is positioned within the ESL policy discourse, 

further theoretical weapons will be used. The work of Walter Benjamin (1916) on language 

pre-dates the linguistic turn of the 20th century and the emergence of discourse as a key 

research interest, but his understanding of ‘being’ in language is an interesting one. 

Benjamin suggests that what is communicated in language is ‘being’ and so by exploring the 

ESL discourse one can begin to sketch out as what sort of ‘being’ the school leaver is  

presented. In a sense, one could call this a ‘personal imaginary’ – the sort of policy subject 

the school leaver is deemed to be. A further useful insight into this issue is the work of 
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Bansel (2014) on the ‘subject of policy’. Bansel’s work challenges the way in policy tends to 

view the subject by developing a much fuller, more nuanced picture of the subject of policy 

‘. . .as materialised from constitutive relationships between: the multiple and the singular; 

the body politic and embodied subject; the human and the non-human’ (3). Bansel 

challenges the assumptions made by policy discourse about the subject and resists the 

‘numerical reductionism’ (6) evident in neoliberal policy discourse where the subject of 

policy becomes a simplified, quantifiable object. Bansel’s work provides a useful means to 

interrogate EU policy texts for how the school leaver is depicted within the policy narrative. 

 

Governmentality 

Foucault’s well-known concept of governmentality was developed as a means of exploring 

the rationality underlying state government (Foucault, 2002b). In a series of studies, 

Foucault explores different manifestations of this within different historical periods, 

culminating in his Collège de France lectures on neoliberal governmentality (Foucault, 

2008). Governmentality research aims to unpick the rationale which underpins the ways in 

which government operates and this is a valuable tool when exploring the thinking, the 

reasoning, upon which the ESL policy development is founded. Although much of Foucault’s 

work on governmentality was conducted at the macro level of the state, he also 

understands governmentality to operate at the personal level – the ways in which individual 

humans control themselves, direct their own behaviour, and the rationality, the 

purposiveness which they employ to govern it (Foucault, 2000c). It is eminently plausible 

therefore to deploy a governmentality approach to dealing with EU policy, even a single 

instance of it. This should not be undertaken as a discrete, compartmentalised activity 

because it is clear that the governmental rationality foundational to ESL policy discourse will 

also influence the understanding of the subject of policy. The rationality which legitimises 

the policy initiative and policy purpose will at the same time, of necessity, influence the 

discursive construction of the object of that policy, the school leaver. Indeed, the rationality 

operating at these levels will also be evident in the very problematization of policy, the 

identification of the policy problem, and so one must see elements of governmentality 

cutting across all three research questions: the emergence of the policy; the subject of the 

policy; the underpinning rationality. 
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4. A geneaology of Early School Leaving as an EU policy priority 

Foucault (2000a) explains how policy solutions can be seen as a response to ‘a specific form 

of problematization’ (119) and he contemplates the possibility of developing a history of 

problematics as a way of capturing this development in human society, how ‘a domain of 

action’ enters the field of thought because of the identification of contextual difficulties. In 

other words, difficulties in a set of actions can give rise to a number of possible responses. 

One can see, therefore, that a genealogical approach can be used to identify those moments 

where problematization was voiced or became discursively recognisable, whereas a 

governmentality approach can help outline the basis on which the chosen action was 

founded – the rationality underpinning the selected ‘solution’. 

 

It is possible, but not exhaustively so, to identify the Lisbon Strategy of 2000 as marking the 

emergence of a significant problematization within EU politics. Lawn and Grek (2012, 83) 

identify this moment as ‘a key culminating point in the history of educational governance in 

the EU’, where education as a focus of attention moves from the shadowy sidelines to a 

central economic role, where ‘learning’ and the ‘knowledge society’ become dominant 

discourses (85-6). This Europeanization of policy in all domains, including education, can be 

regarded ‘as part of the new scalar politics, articulating with and responding to 

globalization’ (Grek et al., 2009, 124). This leads to the ‘economization of education policy’ 

argument, which according to Grek et al. (2009), is a ‘human capital framing of education 

policy which has challenged the subsidiarity argument about the place of education within 

Europe’ (126), through which national autonomy and policy-making have been transformed 

by globalized discourses and Europeanization processes. Pépin (2011), however, cautions 

against seeing the Lisbon Strategy as representing a ‘rupture’ in European policy trajectory 

but rather as a culmination of growing developments within the EU. It could be argued that 

this move traversed a terrain within which educational and economic interests were seen 

first to be aligned, then to overlap, and finally to become fused. Jones (2005) similarly views 

the Lisbon Strategy as being part of a development stemming, most immediately, from 

Jacques Delors’ White Paper of 1993, Growth, Competitiveness, Employment (European 

Communities- Commission, 1993), which had argued, amongst other things, that 

demographics suggested that within Europe there would be future difficulty in meeting 

public commitments, particularly in relation to an ageing population and a concomitant 
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declining youth cohort.  It argued that economic returns from EU workers had to be 

optimised and so was promoted the importance of education and training. Ertl (2006), 

however, shows the problematization giving rise to the Lisbon Strategy had shifted 

somewhat by 2000. Ertl (2006, 15) points out that there was a heightened economic 

concern which made much more of the effects of globalization as an economic driver: ’… 

increased competition in globalized markets, the challenges posed by the knowledge-driven 

economy by the EU’s main competitors (the USA and Japan) and by the advent of China as 

the leading manufacturing nation…’ 

 

In exploring this history of ESL problematics, some recognition of the overall nature of EU 

education policymaking is advisable. As has been noted, EU policy on state education, and 

certainly prior to the Lisbon Strategy, has been categorised as ‘weak’, in its deference to 

national sensitivities and so its early inability to promote commonality or coherence (Lawn 

& Grek, 2012, 35). Souto-Otero et al. (2008) propose a four-stage classification outlining the 

trajectory of EU policy-making in education for the last five decades, identified by the usage 

of policy-making tools by the Commission. The first period (1957-1974) can be characterized 

by the proclamation of the right for Europe to establish itself as a political community, with 

recognized efforts being made by the Heads of Government in order to co-operate in the 

field of education (Janne, 1973). While Janne’s report did call for some harmonization in the 

field of education, he did also stress that national structures and traditions  in education be 

respected ‘scrupulously’ in any such development (p.51). The second period (1975-1992) 

was distinguished by legal regulation and policy-making through the setting up of 

Community action programmes (such as PETRA, ERASMUS, COMETT and LEONARDO). These 

targeted programmes, which unfolded against the background of poor economic 

performance and high unemployment levels in the majority of EU countries, focused on 

schools: mobilisation for integration; promotion of equal opportunities and increased 

mobility between Member States; vocational training to support transition to working life 

and reduction in youth unemployment; and the quest for a pan-European labour market. 

Consequently, Souto-Otero et al. (2008: 236), drawing on Ertl (2003), argue that these EU 

action programmes ‘have been the main approach of European Commission to initiate 

cooperation between the EU countries for the last three decades … result[ing] in a certain 

convergence of Member States’ educational policies; they will also continue to cause 

stakeholders in Member States to pursue similar ways of reacting when faced with new 

problems’. The third period (1993-2000) was characterised by the issuing of a large number 

of reports and memoranda that focused on ‘transparency’ and finding common benchmarks 

for qualification progression and validation among the various countries, which would pave 

the way for the OMC (‘open method of co-ordination’). The fourth phase (2000 onwards) 

gives rise to the OMC ‘as a mechanism for policy-making based on the use of benchmarks, 
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indicators, exchange of good practice and peer review which carries no sanctions on non-

compliance, but seeks impact on national governments from the pressure of having to 

justify one’s action in the light of a common evaluation of its compliance with joint goals’ 

(Souto-Otero et al., 2008: 237, emphasis added). It is here that one can detect the presence 

of neoliberal governmentality through more subtle control mechanisms, with OMC used to 

steer at a distance.  

According to Hingel (2001), the Lisbon conclusions represent a shift from the historical 

convention of stressing the diversity of European education systems by asking the Ministers 

to prioritise instead common denominators, while respecting these differences. This was 

the starting point for the EU to initiate a draft of possible general objectives of education 

systems based on national contributions in Europe: augmenting the quality and 

effectiveness of education and training systems in the EU; ensuring access to these systems; 

and making them visible to the world at large. Notwithstanding the intrinsic involvement of 

the EU in education policymaking for over half a century, and its particular focus on 

vocational training, the repeated failures of EU education policy to achieve its own targets 

suggests that the OMC approach and its associated mechanisms, from the perspective of 

those seeking greater European union is concerned, merely continue the weak tradition of 

EU policymaking in the education sphere. 

 

The Lisbon Strategy set out a goal for the EU to ‘to become the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth 

with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion’ (European Parliament, 2000). There 

are twin tasks, therefore for the EU world of education and training: firstly, that a 

‘knowledge’ economy creates certain expectations of the education systems in terms of the 

capacities and capabilities of its products (young people), and, related, the recognition of 

the rise in economies such as China and India in terms of manufacturing, especially in cheap 

exports, means that the ‘better jobs’ required by the EU will demand a higher-qualified 

workforce. These are connected but not quite the same.  

 

The result, therefore, was a much greater economic emphasis on education and training 

across the EU. By 2004, further problematization became evident (Lawn and Grek, 2012, 

91). The Lisbon goals were not being met, the huge expansion of the EU meant even more 

challenges in relation to young people’s educational outcomes, and there was the continued 

rise of competitor  Chinese, East Asian, and Indian economies. By 2008, the financial crisis 

has created further problems for the EU strategy (European Commission, 2010) and it is 
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now that we see even more specific focus on young people and the emergence of the ESL 

policy alongside ET 2020. What has emerged as a problematic area is not just the quality of 

the EU workforce and the skills and capacity of its young, but the emergence of youth 

unemployment and social cohesion as policy concerns. Thus ESL with its focus on young 

people and staying on in education and training is not simply an economic policy but also 

one related to social concerns, the potential for unrest and alienation, and the added social 

costs which unemployment creates. In ESL, while the concern for economic output remains 

high, what has altered is the increased need for education and training as a form of 

discipline, a form of containment. 

 

[Table 1 around here] 

 

What is common throughout this short history of problematics is the economic constant. 

Some of the discourse has softened (in terms of the crude goal of economic growth, there is 

more reference to growth coupled with social benefits – (‘Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive 

Growth’) and policies aimed at “growth-friendly impact” rather than growth per se 

(Schraad-Tischler and Kroll, 2014, p.15).  Nevertheless, the series of actions in relation to ESL 

can be seen as rooted in economic concerns: the perceived need for the EU to achieve 

economic growth targets; actions in response to the failure to achieve EU economic targets; 

and actions in response to social consequences of global economic volatility. According to 

Grek et al. (2009), this constitutes a ‘polymorphic landscape’ (121) where education is used 

to craft a culture of ‘numbers and comparison, where Europe is newly reconfigured as a 

single, commensurable space’ (122). They confirm this shift in culture as one of the central 

constituents of the novel European knowledge economy. In the words of Ball (2015), this is 

an indication of ‘how numbers bite deep into practice, into subjectivity and how they do the 

work of governing us better’ (300).  

 

5. Subjectivation  

While a geneaology of the subject of EU policy in relation to education and training could be 

productive, in this instance the focus is very much on recent policy papers and the way in 

which young people, as targets of policy, are positioned. The two key policy papers in 

question are Council of the European Union (2009 and 2012).  
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The 2009 document frames its concern with reference to the European ‘ambition to become 

the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world’ (119/2). It then 

refers to ‘education and training’ having a ‘crucial role to play in meeting the many socio-

economic, demographic, environmental and technological challenges facing Europe and its 

citizens…’ (119/2). An ‘essential component’ of the overarching economic strategy is 

‘efficient investment in human capital through education and training systems’ (119/2). The 

Europe 2020 Strategy sets the ‘discursive field’ (Foucault, 1991b, 161) for the failure of the 

Lisbon Strategy objective to be fulfilled in terms of EU dominance in the global economic 

market – the focus on ESL as the ‘regime of truth’ (Foucault, 2002c) which conditions the 

prominence given to education and training, not per se, for the essential human good, but 

for the economic gains of the State (that is, the EU), in order to be utilized as a vehicle for 

EU-driven reform. This enables an understanding of how the subject is produced ‘as an 

effect’ through and within discourse and within specific discursive formations. Thus a 

‘regime of truth’ is constructed by EU policy in its identification of ESL as a priority area,  

early school leavers are interpellated to subjectify themselves to this, and,  moreover, 

individual governments of the member states are made subjects themselves by the EU 

targets, country-specific recommendations, and comparative data pressures. 

 

The document, therefore, represents young people as ‘human capital’, investment in which 

will secure the economic desires of the European Union. Nevertheless, while this economist, 

instrumental approach is foregrounded, it is also matched by what may be seen as more 

humanist, progressive discourse when the document states that in addition to this 

economic purpose, ‘investment in human capital’ will also be about ‘promoting personal 

fulfilment, social cohesion and active citizenship’. This is all covered in one lengthy but 

unified sentence and therefore one has to recognise that a degree of intertextuality is at 

work here: on the one hand neoliberal, economist discourse and on the other discourse 

more akin to social democratic ideals. One could see this as typical of much EU discourse 

which needs to appeal to many different constituencies from the more neoliberal and 

economic rationalist viewpoints to the more democratic ideals of others. One can detect a 

discursive struggle between neoliberal economy and social democracy, presenting itself as 

‘a battle among discourses and through discourses’ (Foucault, 1975a, x), through the EU 
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education policy discourse. Thus, concern with early leaving from education is presented on 

the one hand as economic waste but on the other hand, in France for example, as an issue 

of equity and social justice. While the document insists that education and training be seen 

as ‘firmly anchored’ (119/2) in the broader strategy about economic growth and 

employment, the primary goals for education and training systems in the period up to 2020 

are said to be ‘aimed at ensuring: 

(a) the personal, social and professional fulfilment of all citizens;  

(b) sustainable economic prosperity and employability, whilst promoting democratic 

values, social cohesion, active citizenship, and intercultural dialogue’ (119/3) 

 

This fusing of personal, social, fundamentally humanist goals and those of economic 

demands continues throughout the document so that, for example, we read: ‘As well as 

engendering personal fulfilment, creativity constitutes a prime source of innovation, which 

in turn is acknowledged as one of the key drivers of sustainable economic development’ 

(119/4). In a sense, that sentence could be seen as typical of the intertextual tightrope 

which is traversed in the policy: the fundamental drive is for economic growth but at the 

same time there is recognition of more human, personal goals. In Foucauldian terms, this 

can be explained as a discreet interplay between ‘political rationality’ and ‘technology of 

government’ (Olssen, 2003, 197), where the discourse of humanism is utilized as a mask to 

ease in the economic agenda – thus the exercise of EU governmentality.  

 

In seeking to establish benchmarks for member states, the document suggests data on the 

following aspects be gathered: adult participation in lifelong learning; low achievers in basic 

skills, tertiary level attainment; early leavers from education and training; early childhood 

education (119/7). The member states thus become akin to the ‘docile bodies’ (Foucault, 

1991a, 138) of EU policy, with the disciplinary practices resulting from ‘a multiplicity of often 

minor processes, with discipline being ‘a political anatomy of detail’ (138-9). EU policy 

exercises discipline on the member states through their own ‘self-regulation’. With specific 

reference to early leaving from education and training, member states are invited to 

prioritise the following: ‘strengthen preventive approaches, build closer cooperation 

between general and vocational education sectors and remove barriers for drop-outs to 

return to education and training’ (119/10). Lange and Alexiadou (2010) draw attention to 
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the fact that policy solutions based on benchmarks, indicators and targets portray this as a 

‘neutral activity that is based on objective knowledge’ (454) from statistics collected from all 

member states, in disregard of the actual meaning of these figures for both the individuals 

and their societies. This is illustrated by a comparison of the social stigma associated with 

early school leaving in Northern European societies and the weaker effect it would have in 

some Mediterranean countries.   

 

The document of 2012 has an air of urgency for the EU, in the context of ‘the worst financial 

and economic crisis in its history’ (70/9). The economic focus is much more stark: ‘education 

and training systems have to be modernised to reinforce their efficiency and quality and to 

equip young people with the skills and competences they need to succeed on the labour 

market. This will boost people’s confidence to be able to stand up to current and future 

challenges’. This is an interesting development in the discourse: broader goals of personal 

fulfilment are omitted, there is a stronger economic focus, and young people are 

responsibilized to face economic crises with ‘confidence’. This can be regarded as a 

‘technology of the self’ (Foucault, 2000d) whereby the subjects of policy are called upon to 

perform acts of compliance or resistance in relation to the economic discourse through 

resuming their educational training or getting a job.  Investment in education (70/10) aims 

at combining ‘efficiency and effectiveness with growth-friendly impact’. This document 

makes no reference to the personal fulfilment of the earlier one and it can be seen to 

represent a much starker, economic-focused  discourse. Across the two documents emerges 

a struggle between discourses, whereby the economic discourse comes to attain a dominant 

position over the social democratic discourse.  

 

In seeking to summarise the subjectivation of young people and, in particular, the early 

leaver from education or training, in these documents, one could say that the earlier 

document presents young persons with personal, social, and economic needs and desires 

while the latter document has a much more functional tone with young people as 

representing an economic problem requiring an economic solution. It could be summarised 

as meaning that the economic crisis has produced a much more narrow concern with 

economic recovery rather than on the development of citizens. The 2009 and 2012 policy 

constructions are regarded as ‘a space of differentiated subject-positions and subject-
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functions’ (Foucault, 1991b, 58). The early school leaver is thus ‘fabricated’ into the social 

order, becoming an effect through and within discourse (Foucault, 1991a, 217).   

 

6. Governmentality 

In relation to its focus on early leavers from education and training, the rationale driving 

policy can been to be very much driven by the discourse of Human Capital Theory, rooted in 

economic rationalism. The early work of Schultz (1960, 1961, 1962) was an attempt to 

explain the differential wages of college and non-college graduates; the later work of Becker 

(1962, 1972, 1975, 1992, 2002) developed this into viewing education and training 

(investment in human capital) as causal factors for economic improvement at both the 

micro (individual) and macro (state) levels. It should be noted that this focus on human 

capital theory is not new here and can be seen strongly, for example, in earlier EU policy on 

‘efficiency and equity in European education and training systems’ (Commission of the 

European Communities, 2006). This document, for example, views educational inequities as 

evidence of ‘waste’ and purely from the perspective of added economic ‘costs’, rather than 

in any social or moral terms. However, what the EU strategy on early leaving from education 

and training seems to have done, is to see staying on at school or college as a proxy for 

‘investment’. This is a subtle but significant shift in human capital theorizing but it also 

serves a blunter political goal. Young people staying on at school do not therefore 

contribute to worrying figures of youth unemployment or to the related data gathered on 

those not in employment, education or training. The technique of what Foucault (1991a) 

terms as ‘normalizing judgement’ (p. 183) aims at EU conformity in defining early school 

leavers at education policy level. This leads to the ‘lowering of threshold of describable 

individuality’ (Foucault, 1975b, 191) as all European ‘early school leavers’ (as labelled by the 

EU policy), are categorized in a homogeneous manner without taking the socio-economic 

factors into consideration. The self-formation of early school leavers as ‘students’ (mature, 

at this stage) is a form of normalization, utilized as a political rationality that attempts to set 

the discursive field for the hegemony of economic governmentality. The 2012 policy 

document also refers to the quality of teaching for the first time, stressing its role in tackling 

early school leaving and the acquirement of basic skills (70/17). The drive to increase 

tertiary attainment levels can be seen as drawing on classic human capital rationality, but 
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merely retaining young people in school can be seen as more indirect, a modification of the 

theory. 

 

In addition to the Human Capital Theory influence, the rationale underpinning the EU 

approach in the area of education is influenced by further thinking around governmental 

practice. The first is the strategy of the open method of co-ordination where there is due 

respect for national sovereignty and political difference so that policy is developed through 

working groups largely, drawn from disparate constituencies. One could see this as linked to 

the Foucauldian view of liberalism as ‘not wanting to govern too much’ (Foucault, 2000e). 

However, allied to that is the drive to effect a common strategy towards shared goals and 

that is achieved through aspects of steering and nudging: common benchmarks, data and 

statistical comparison, and country-specific recommendations (Lawn and Grek, 2012, 57). 

Accountability in education, which is defined as technical accountability through 

international and national comparative measures of performance, has displaced political 

accountability, while performativity contributes to burgeoning problems of diminished trust 

across and within education systems. This has been generated due to the emphasis on 

knowledge production to demonstrate performance in quantitative forms that can be 

divulged, evaluated and converted into standards and indicators (Ozga, 2013).  The ‘Open 

Method of Co-ordination’ ‘offer[s] a new space for the manifestation of differential power 

relations between the Commission and the member states, as well as between different 

member states’ (Lange and Alexiadou, 2010, 445). Concepts of indicators, benchmarking 

and quality assurance have become ‘the new dominant discourses in the process of 

fabricating the space of European education’ (Grek et al., 2009, 127).  

 

The overall rationality of rule in place, therefore, is something of a typical EU balance: there 

is the economic rationalism which places education in a supportive role to economic aims; 

the modified Human Capital Theory which sees retention with educational establishments 

as a sufficient minimum goal; the liberal preference for limited direction; and the neoliberal, 

or advanced liberal, preference for steering rather than direct control. 

 

Conclusions 
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Policies designed by the EU to encourage member states to tackle the issues of high rates of 

youngsters leaving early from education and training can be seen to be directly linked to the 

overall strategy developed since Lisbon 2000 of promoting the EU as the dominant global 

economic bloc. More recent developments have been prompted by the failure to achieve 

earlier goals and the problems arising from the economic crisis dating from 2008. Both the 

economic situation and the position of young people have been problematized, requiring 

solutions. As the economic crisis has continued, EU discourse sees young people as a 

problem and a risk specifically as economically unproductive capital. From an earlier 

concern with the whole person, the discourse has narrowed to viewing young people as 

economic units which require to be more productive, as problems which need to be solved. 

They are also, to a limited extent, seen as responsible in relation to requiring the skills and 

competences to ‘succeed’ and the ‘confidence’ to withstand economic challenges.  

 

The policy discourse remains wedded to economic rationalism and Human Capital Theory. 

The overall goal remains economic growth, and education and training are expressly 

harnessed for these very same aims. They are viewed as an ‘investment’ which aims to 

‘combine efficiency and effectiveness with growth-friendly impact’ (Council of the European 

Union, 2012, 70/10). 

 

Where the governmentality of this approach has shifted is that while Human Capital Theory 

focuses on education and training as the key driver of economic success and growth, mere 

presence in an educational establishment is viewed as sufficient within the current 

economic climate. Preventing early leaving from education and training is taken as a proxy 

for investment in education but it is somewhat removed from the actuality of educational 

provision. It seems a somewhat attenuated version of Human Capital Theory. However, as 

has been indicated, it does, within the terms of an economic crisis, prevent youth 

unemployment figures from becoming further bloated, with consequent risks of unrest and 

threats to social cohesion. It also remains attached, albeit weakly, to notions of equity and 

social justice and the unequal socioeconomic prospects for those who achieve educationally 

and those who do not. 
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The policy discourse reflects the double-coding typical of the EU, with the attempt to appeal 

to different political and theoretical viewpoints. At the same time, it is wedded explicitly to 

education as instrumental to the knowledge economy and to economic growth as the 

ultimate goal. As Amartya Sen (2011) has questioned, however, there is a silence about 

what economic growth is for, and for whose benefit it is generated. 

 

The policy is shaped, as would be expected, by a neoliberal focus on the individual and 

individual responsibility for economic worth. Young people are positioned as requiring to be 

skilled, mobile, self-reliant, economic agents and notions of their ‘potential’ and ‘fulfilment’ 

are centred on their economic value. Moral and social concerns are re-shaped as economic 

calculations so that issues such as inequality, discrimination, and disadvantage are seen 

primarily as indicators of ‘economic waste’, while creativity, travel, language skills are 

valued primarily for their potential to increase economic returns. 

 

One can therefore see this as a policy in transition in more than one way: it deals with the 

transition from education and training to the world of employment, the transition from the 

school to the workplace, from the status of student or pupil to that of employee or worker; 

in its own terms, however, it is also a policy in transition, a policy shifted by the winds of 

global economic change, the effects and consequences such blasts can bring, and the 

problematics and related policy adjustments which follow.  
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