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Chapter 3 

Neoliberal and inclusive themes in European lifelong learning policy 

John Holford
1
 & VŝĚĂ A͘ MŽŚŽƌēŝē ŠƉŽůĂƌ2

  

 

When lifelong learning emerged as a key theme of educational policy in the 1990s, international 

organisations played a decisive role. Some, particularly the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

ĂŶĚ DĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ;OECDͿ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ UŶŝƚĞĚ NĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ EĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů͕ “ĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ ĂŶĚ CƵůƚƵƌĂů OƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 
(UNESCO), had Ă ͚ƚƌĂĐŬ ƌĞĐŽƌĚ͛͗ in the 1970s UNESCO had enthused about ͚lifelong education͛ (Faure  

et al. 1973), ƚŚĞ OECD ĂďŽƵƚ ͚ƌĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ (OECD 1973). In contrast, the European Union 

had no such pedigree. Although the Council of Europe had advocated ͚ƉĞƌŵĂŶĞŶƚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ as early 

as 1966 (Council of Europe 1970), the EU itself
3
 had been silent. Yet, as Field (2006) suggests, in the 

ϭϵϵϬƐ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ǁĂƐ ĚĞĐŝƐŝǀĞ͘  

Since then, lifelong learning has developed from a policy concept popular among international 

organisations into a central feature in educational, welfare and labour market policies ʹ and a key 

ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚŝƌĚ͛ ƐĞĐƚŽƌ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ʹ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ͛ ǁŽƌůĚ. This chapter is 

ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ŽŶ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚ 
this plays in shaping public policy within member states, and with how the EU interacts with other 

͚ĂĐƚŽƌƐ͛ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͘  

TŚĞ ĐŽƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ ŝƐ ĂŶ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ŽŶ 
lifelong learning. We pursue this chiefly through the continuing tension between two policy themes: 

education (and training and learning) for productivity, efficiency and competitiveness on the one 

ŚĂŶĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ͘ However, 

we begin by outlining three areas of debate within the academic literature. The historical account 

will, we believe, serve to illuminate these debates. 

 

 

                                                           
1
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2
 Slovenian Institute for Adult Education, Ljubljana, Slovenia. 

3
 TŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ UŶŝŽŶ͛ ŝƐ also used in this chapter to encompass its predecessors under the Treaty of 
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Areas of Debate 

Economic and Social Aims 

In a much-cited phrase, Boshier deƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ĂƐ ͚ŚƵŵĂŶ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ĚƌĂŐ͛ 
(1998, p. 4). His point was the contrast between the broad, humanistic approach of the Faure Report 

and the vocational character of the language used around lifelong learning in the 1990s. The broad 

ƚŚƌƵƐƚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ǁŝĚĞůǇ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĞĚ͘ AƐ ‘ŝǌǀŝ ĂŶĚ LŝŶŐĂƌĚ ĂƌŐƵĞ͕ Ă ͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů 
imaginary of globalization, namely neoliberalism, has underpinned educational policy shifts around 

ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ƚǁŽ ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ͛ ;ϮϬϭϬ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϴϰ). They see this as linked to attempts to reshape 

ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů͕ ƋƵŽƚŝŶŐ ĂƉƉƌŽǀŝŶŐůǇ ‘ŽƐĞ͛Ɛ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Ă ŶĞǁ ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ ͚ƚŽ ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ŝŶ Ă ĐĞĂƐĞůĞƐƐ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ͕ ƐŬŝůůŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ 
resŬŝůůŝŶŐ ͙͗ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŽƵƐ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĨ͛ ;‘ŽƐĞ ϭϵϵϵ͕ ϭϲϭͿ͘  

Some (e.g., Edwards 2004, Edwards and Boreham 2002) have seen ƚŚĞ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ UŶŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ƉƌŝƐŵ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ƚŽ ‘ŽƐĞ͛Ɛ͘ The particular approach based on Foucault has been subjected to 

some theoretical critique (e.g., Holford 2006); nevertheless, a widespread consensus now exists that 

the European Union͛Ɛ approach to lifelong learning is strongly vocational. As Field writes, lifelong 

learning is regarded ŝŶ ƚŚĞ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ͚ƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇ ĂƐ Ă ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ŽĨ ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝǀĞ ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ͛ 
(2006, p. 17; see also Ertl 2006, Dehmel 2006).  

The EU itself, however, has long stressed that lifelong learning has a range of non-economic 

justifications. Its 1995 white paper, for instance, set out ĨŝǀĞ ͚ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ͚ƚŽ ƉƵƚ 
EƵƌŽƉĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌŽĂĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛͘ These included not only closer links between schools 

and business, and encouraging investment in training, but combating exclusion and developing 

proficiency in three European languages. Lifelong learning was seen in a wider perspective: 

Education and training provide the reference points needed to affirm collective identity, 

while at the same time permitting further advances in science and technology. The 

independence they give, if shared by everyone, strengthens the sense of cohesion and 

anchors the feeling of belonging. Europe's cultural diversity, its long existence and the 

mobility between different cultures are invaluable assets for adapting to the new world on 

the horizon. (CEC 1995, p. 54) 

TŚĞ ǁŚŝƚĞ ƉĂƉĞƌ͛Ɛ ƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŽƵůĚ  

help to show that the future of Europe and its place in the world depend on its ability to give 

as much room for the personal fulfilment of its citizens, men and women alike, as it has up 

to now given to economic and monetary issues. (CEC 1995, p. 54) 

Subsequent EU statements have continued to emphasise non-economic aims for lifelong learning. 

The Lisbon strategy ƐĞƚ ͚Ă ŶĞǁ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĐ ŐŽĂů ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ĚĞĐĂĚĞ [2001-2010]: to become the most 

competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world ... with more and better jobs and 

ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŽŚĞƐŝŽŶ͛ (CEC 2000). A decade later the Council of the European Union asserted: 

Education and training systems contribute significantly to fostering social cohesion, active 

citizenship and personal fulfilment in European societies. They have the potential to 
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promote upward social mobility and to break the cycle of poverty, social disadvantage and 

exclusion. Their role could be ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞĚ ďǇ ĂĚĂƉƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͛ 
backgrounds in terms of cultural richness, existing knowledge and competences, and 

learning needs. (Council of the EU 11 May 2010 (2010/C 135/02): Official Journal of the 

European Union 26 May 2010) 

Jarring as this does with the academic consensus on the vocational and neoliberal ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ 
aims in lifelong learning, the question arises: to what extent are non-economic themes ʹ equity, 

social inclusion, social cohesion, citizenship, and so forth ʹ genuine priorities in EU lifelong learning 

policy? 

Policy Processes and Spaces 

The second principal area of debate has been over the nature of policy-making in European lifelong 

learning. Although the European Union͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ have for many years been a focus of 

research interest in areas such as Political Science and Social Policy, policy-making in education and 

lifelong learning has seldom been a focus. The fifth edition of the major Oxford University Press 

textbook on Policy Making in the European Union (Wallace, Wallace and Pollack 2005), for example 

has whole chapters on virtually every area of policy (social, agricultural, employment, biotechnology, 

fisheries, trade, foreign and security, etc.) ʹ but mentioned education only in passing on one of its 

570 pages; the sixth edition (Wallace, Pollack and Young 2010) contains passing references to 

education on four of 597 pages. (Neither the learning society nor lifelong learning is mentioned at all 

in either edition.) In fact, however, European educational policy had become a focus of attention for 

a few educational researchers rather before this. Lawn has argued that the notion of a European 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ͚ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ʹ a favoured term in some areas of the European Commission ʹ was not only 

rhetoric, but contained the germ of a new approach to educational governance. In particular, he has 

argued, it empowered a new range of actors ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ͚ƐŽĨƚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͛ ďǇ Ă ͚ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ particular 

governing devices (networking, seminars, reviews, expert groups, ĞƚĐͿ͛ (Lawn 2006: 272). LĂǁŶ͛Ɛ 

argument is that, in the EU, a ͚ŶĞǁ ƐƉĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ now exists within the dominant, market, 

discourse (Lawn 2002, p. 20). The space iƐ ͚ĨůƵŝĚ͕ ŚĞƚĞƌŽŐĞŶĞŽƵƐ ĂŶĚ ƉŽůǇŵŽƌƉŚŝĐ͕͛ ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ ͚ǁŝƚŚŝŶ 
the daily work of teachers and policy-makers, within shared regulations and funded projects, within 

curriculum networks and pupil assignments, and in city collaborations and university pressure 

ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͛͘ It represents, he argues, a significantly new approach to policy-making, involving the 

ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ͚ŶĞǁ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ŶĞǁ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƌĞ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ͛ 
(p. 5) ʹ though not that it necessarily leads to radically different agendas.  

A key question, therefore, is whether a new European space exists for education or lifelong learning 

in any meaningful sense ʹ and to the extent that it does, what difference this makes. LĂǁŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶŝƚŝĂů 
framing of the argument implied, even where it did not explicitly state, that within this new 

European educational space, concerns about equity and the social could be more effectively 

asserted ʹ in contrast with the predominantly economic discourse in other educational policy circles. 

More recently, however, an alternative approach has been promoted, by a group of scholars who 

acŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ in educational policy, and even accept the existence of an educational 

space, but question its nature, direction and significance. The principal statement of this position is 

Dale and Robertson (2009). The root of their argument is that Europeanisation ʹ ͚͞ĚŽŝŶŐ͟ ĂŶĚ 
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͞ŵĂŬŝŶŐ͟ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛ ;Dale 2009, p. 8) ʹ should be seen principally as a subspecies of globalisation: that 

ƚŚĞ EU ͚ŝƐ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŐůŽďĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŐůŽďĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĨƌĂŵĞƐ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ͕ 
political, cultural ;ĞƚĐ͘Ϳ ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛ ;Dale 2009, p. 25). Globalisation, in their view, 

comprises considerably more than economic competition, but competitiveness is very much the 

͚ŵĂƐƚĞƌ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͛ ;Dale 2009, p. 26).  

They do not see the European project, however, as reducible to globalisation ʹ if that is construed as 

economic competition: ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚ ͞EƵƌŽƉĞ-ĐĞŶƚƌĞĚ͟ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ǁŚŽƐĞ Ăŝŵ ŝƐ ƚŽ ͞ƚŚŝĐŬĞŶ͟ ƚŚĞ 
discourses and institutions of Europe, irrespective of ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ;Dale 2009, p. 27); the 

EU is unusual among international organisations ͚ŝŶ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶƐ͕ and 

seeing its project spreading wider and deeper than short-term collective economic ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ͛ ;Dale 

2009, p. 28). “Ž ĨĂƌ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ƐĞĞŵƐ ƚŽ ĐŚŝŵĞ ǁŝƚŚ LĂǁŶ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ͕ Ănd the idea of Europe as protector of 

social rights. But this is not what Dale and Robertson have in mind ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ ͚ƚŚŝĐŬĞŶĞĚ͛ 
European discourses and institutions. The Lisbon goals were not just about responding to global 

competition, they were about competing with specific competitors (the US, Japan and so forth). 

Educational strategies ʹ the European Higher Education Area, the Bologna Process and related 

projects ʹ are in their view ͚ĂŵďŝƚŝŽƵƐ ŐůŽďĂů ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ͛ ;Robertson 2009, p. 77). The Bologna 

Process is not simply a mechanism to achieve uniformity within Europe, but a model to transform 

higher education globally in the European image and the EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͘ ͚WŚŝůĞ for a long time 

Europe has legitimated its activities by presenting itself as a civilising rather than imperialising 

presence, its  more explicit economic and transnational interests open it up to charges of modern-

day ĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂůŝƐŵ͛ ;Robertson 2009, p. 78).  

The European Union and its Member States 

The formation of EU thinking on lifelong learning ŚĂƐ ĐŽŝŶĐŝĚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ŵŽƐƚ ƐƵďƐƚĂŶƚŝĂů ƉĞƌŝŽĚ 
of expansion. In 1994, when the white paper Growth, Competitiveness, Employment (CEC 1994) first 

thrust lifelong learning to the centre of European policy, the Maastricht Treaty was in the recent 

past; the EU comprised twelve member states with a population of 350 millions. By 2007 there were 

27 member states, and a population of over 500 millions. Many of the new member states had 

ĨŽƌŵĞƌůǇ ďĞĞŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĞĂƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝƌŽŶ ĐƵƌƚĂŝŶ͖͛ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŵĂŝŶĚĞƌ ǁĞƌĞ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂůůǇ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐŽƵƚŚ; their 

political and economic histories were diverse, encompassing various forms of authoritarian and 

democratic governments, economic planning and markets. With a population of 38 millions, Poland 

was very much the largest; the remainder had populations below ʹ many well below ʹ 12 millions. 

PĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŵŽƌĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͕ ϴϲ ƉĞƌ ĐĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ GDP ŝŶ ϮϬϭϬ ǁĂƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚǁĞůǀĞ 
countries which had entered the EU before 1995

4
: the 25 per cent of the population who live within 

ƚŚĞ ͚ƉŽƐƚ-ϭϵϵϱ͛ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞ ŽŶůǇ ϭϰ ƉĞƌ ĐĞŶƚ ŽĨ EU GDP͘ AĨƚĞƌ ϭϵϵϱ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ͕ EU ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ 
(and in particular the Commission) were grappling with major challenges of development and 

cohesion within an increasingly diverse polity.
5
 

                                                           
4
 Calculated from IMF World Economic Outlook Database: 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2010/02/weodata/index.aspx: accessed 8 May 2011.  
5
 Viewed through a different lens, nearly half of EU member states (12 out of 27) now have populations 

smallĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ŝƚƐ ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ;LŽŶĚŽŶ͗ ϳ͘ϳϱŵ ŝŶ ϮϬϭϬ͗ http://data.london.gov.uk/datastore/applications/focus-

london-population-and-migration). 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2010/02/weodata/index.aspx
http://data.london.gov.uk/datastore/applications/focus-london-population-and-migration
http://data.london.gov.uk/datastore/applications/focus-london-population-and-migration
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In this light, European lifelong learning policies appear as mechanisms not for the social and 

economic development of a stable geographical region ;ĂŶĂůŽŐŽƵƐ ƚŽ Ă ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ 
formulating policy for its regions and local governments), but similar in many respects to the 

challenges facing the government of a nascent imperial power (cf Holford 2005). New populations 

and cultures must be incorporated; new colonial leaders (and their established political institutions) 

engaged with; a new imperial economy created ʹ while at the same time the new polity and 

economy engage with the challenges of a turbulent external environment. The parallel is not, of 

ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ ĞǆĂĐƚ͗ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ŵĞŵďĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ŚĂǀĞ ůĞŐĂů ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶƚǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ ŽŶ a basis 

ĨŽƌŵĂůůǇ ĞƋƵŝǀĂůĞŶƚ ƚŽ ŽƚŚĞƌ ŵĞŵďĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ-making processes. It is, however, 

instructive. 

TŚĞ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ DĂůĞ ĂŶĚ ‘ŽďĞƌƚƐŽŶ ƌĞůĂƚĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌŐƵĞ͕ Ă ͚ŚĞŐĞŵŽŶŝĐ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͛ ŽĨ 
͚ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ EƵƌŽƉĞ͕ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇ͕ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůůǇ͕ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůǇ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ͕ inter alia, an extensive 

project of reconstructing governance, and it is in this context that developments in European 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĂƌĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ͘ ͚EƵƌŽƉĞ͛, in their view, is a willing collaborator in the 

processes of neoliberal globalisation. Neoliberal globalisation involves ͚ŚĂƌŶĞƐƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĂƉƉĂƌĂƚƵƐĞƐ 
ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ ƚŽ ŝƚƐ ŽǁŶ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞƐ ŝŶ ƉůĂĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĐŽŵŵŽĚŝĨǇŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ͞ŵĂƌŬĞƚ-ƚĂŵŝŶŐ͟ ƌŽůĞ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ 
had ƵŶĚĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͛ ;DĂůĞ ϮϬϬϵ͕ Ɖ͘ ϮϵͿ͘ TŚĞǇ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞ EU not only as a location in which this 

process plays out, but as a mechanism by which nation-states within the EU are educated or 

disciplined to this end: the open method of co-ordination, fundamental to the Lisbon Process, for 

instance, enables the EU to intervene in and shape national policy agendas. According to this 

ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ͕ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ŝŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ĚĞĨĞŶƐŝǀĞ, a protective rampart for discourses 

of ͚ĞƋƵŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͕͛ ďƵƚ Ă division of the neoliberal army. 

In relation to this, Dale distinguishes between a European education space and European education 

policy͘ TŚĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ͕ ŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ͕ ŝƐ ĂŶ ͚ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͛ ĨƌĂŵĞĚ ďǇ ƚƌĞĂƚŝĞƐ͕ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬƐ ĂŶĚ 
community history. The latter is comes not only of the Commission and its Directorates-General, but 

also from ŵĞŵďĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ͛ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ from ͚ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ĂŶĚ 
ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͞ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛͟ ;DĂůĞ ϮϬϬϵ͕ Ɖ͘ ϯϮͿ͘ European education policy is not, therefore, concerned 

only with the national level: to understand the growing role of Europe in educational governance, 

ǁĞ ŵƵƐƚ͕ ŝŶ DĂůĞ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ͕ ĚŝƐƉĞŶƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ŵĞƚŚŽĚŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚ ĂŶĚ ƐƚĂƚŝƐƚ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ͛ (Dale 

2009, p. 32). In this vein, Robertson argues that the ͚revamped Lisbon strategy͛ has strengthened 

͚neo-liberal language of economic competitiveness͛ in European higher education policies. Higher 

education, she suggests, ŝƐ ŶŽǁ ͚strategically important͛ for the EU͕ ƉůĂǇŝŶŐ Ă ŬĞǇ ƉĂƌƚ ŝŶ ͚creating 

both ͞ŵŝŶĚƐ͟ and ͞ŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ͟ for the European knowledge-economy͛ (Robertson 2008, p. 1). From 

this perspective, therefore, the EU is closely allied with the interests of private capital: the EU 

recruits markets in the interests of European business, while business recruits the EU in support of 

the extension of market opportunities both within the EU (for instance, by weakening the walls 

between public to private sector in education) and across the globe. 

 

Education and lifelong learning in the EU 

Education played a trivial role in the origins of the European Union. The EU began in the 1950s as the 

European Common Market; it had a subsequent incarnation as the European Economic Community. 
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Its founding treaties and fundamental institutions placed discourses of markets and economic 

competitiveness at its heart. Discussion of education ǁĂƐ ͚ƚĂďŽŽ͛ in European-level debates until the 

early 1970s ʹ with very minor exceptions (Blitz 2003, p. 4). The 1970s saw only a few educational 

toes dipped in the policy pond: in 1971 Education Ministers agreed a non-bindinŐ ƌĞƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ ͚ƚŽ 
provide the population as a whole with the opportunities for general education, vocational training 

and life-ůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͛ ;Bůŝƚǌ ϮϬϬϯ͕ ϱͿ; in 1974 ʹ influenced by the first enlargement ministers 

encouraged ͚ĐŽ-ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŝŶ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ ƐĞĐƚŽƌƐ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ŝŶ ĞĂĐŚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛ ;CEC ϭϵϳϵ͕ ϮͿ͘ 

The themes of co-operation and diversity enabled the Commission to advance, albeit slowly, on 

educational policy, largely avoiding conflict with member states. During the 1970s EU policy tended 

to confuse ʹ perhaps deliberately ʹ education as a universal value with the economic requirements 

of the single market. However, neither Commission nor Community put much emphasis on lifelong 

learning at that stage, in the adult or post-compulsory sense,
6
 perhaps because the Common 

Market͛Ɛ economic focus was so distant from the strongly humanistic framing of lifelong education 

at that time (cf Faure et al. 1972). During the 1980s development remained incremental. Two 

features stand out: European Court of Justice decisions which permitted the Community to develop 

its educational role, and the establishment within the Commission of a de facto directorate 

responsible for education.
7
 However, the focus continued to be narrow ʹ chiefly in support of 

improved school curricula and quality, and on European content. Concern with lifelong learning (in 

the post-compulsory sense) remained limited.
8
  

As we have seen, when lifelong learning re-emerged in national and international policies in the 

1990s, the emphasis was firmly on supporting economic performance, whether individual or societal 

(Boshier 1998; Field 2006). Arguably, however, within the EU this provided space for expansion of 

non-economically-oriented policies: the form which the renewed lifelong learning agenda took was 

ŵƵĐŚ ĐůŽƐĞƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ. At the same time, until 1992 ƚŚĞ CŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛Ɛ legal 

͚ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ͛ ŝŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ was restricted; and the principle of subsidiarity meant most educational 

activities were organised and governed by member states. Any EU attempt to intervene in national 

educational affairs had to be closely related to its core aims, as expressed in the founding treaties: 

                                                           
6
 Two limited exceptions concerned education for migrant workers and transitions from school to working life 

ʹ both of which clearly related to the single market. 
7
 The Task Force on Human Resources, Education, Training and Youth (TFRH), established under Jacques 

DelorƐ͛Ɛ PƌĞƐŝĚĞŶĐǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ŝŶ MĂƌĐŚ ϭϵϴϵ͘ During the 1980s, education had fallen under the 

Directorate-General for Employment and Social Affairs. The TFRH was formally transformed into Directorate-

General XXII (Education, training and youth) in January 1995, and reformed (incorporating culture and 

audiovisual policy) as the Directorate General for Education and Culture (DG-EAC) in September 1999 (Pépin et 

al. 2006). 
8
 According to Dehmel, tŚĞ ůŽǁ ƉƌŽĨŝůĞ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŽ ͚ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ͛ Žƌ ĂĚƵůƚ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ŝŶ CŽŵŵƵŶity education policy in 

the 1980s was mirrored in attitudes of most international organisations: from the mid-1970s to the early 

1990s, international and inter-ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĂů ďŽĚŝĞƐ ͚ƐĂŝĚ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ůŝƚƚůĞ͛ ĂďŽƵƚ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͖ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ 
notion of lifelong education as formulated in the early 1970s (Faure ϭϵϳϮͿ ͚ĂůŵŽƐƚ ĚŝƐĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚ͛ ĨƌŽŵ ƉŽůŝĐǇ 
agendas (Dehmel 2006, 51). Lee, Thayer and Madyun (2008), however, argue that although scholarly debates 

on lifelong learning diminished during the 1980s, within inteƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŽŶ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ǁĂƐ Ɛƚŝůů ŽŶŐŽŝŶŐ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ͕ ĂůďĞŝƚ ŝŶ Ă ŶĞǁ ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ 
ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ ͚ĂŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĞŵĞƌŐĞĚ Ă ŶĞŽ-liberal discourse on lifelong ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͛ ;Ɖ͘ 
448). 
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this meant educational measures had to be specifically justifiable as furthering the common market. 

VŽĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ĨŝƚƚĞĚ ƚŚŝƐ Ăŝŵ͖ ďƵƚ ǁŝĚĞƌ ĚĞƐŝƌĞƐ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ Ă ͚ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ďĞ 
͚ƐƵďƐĞƌǀŝĞŶƚ ƚŽ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ͛ ;Bůŝƚǌ ϮϬϬϯ͕ ϵͿ͘ AĐƚŝŽŶ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϴϬƐ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ 
͚EƌĂƐŵƵƐ͕͛ ǁĞƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ CŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͘  

Maastricht gave the EU ĐůĞĂƌ͕ ŝĨ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ͕ ͚competence͛ in education: ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ͚Ă ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ 
education and training of quality and to the flowering of the cultures of tŚĞ MĞŵďĞƌ “ƚĂƚĞƐ͛ ;Treaty 

of Maastricht, Article G). This general aim was also subject to the principle of subsidiarity. A number 

of specific Community aims were also set out (chiefly relating to initial education), such as 

ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐ Ă ͚EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ͛ ŝŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ by strengthening language teaching, encouraging 

student and teacher mobility and recognition of qualifications, ͚ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ĐŽŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ 
ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŵĞŶƚƐ͛, ĞǆĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ ͚ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ŽŶ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
issues, and encouraging youth exchanges, ͚ĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝŽ- ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŽƌƐ͛, and distance 

education. (Article G).  

Maastricht did, however, explicitly address lifelong (qua post-school or post-initial) education ʹ to a 

limited degree, and with a clear emphasis on the ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ͘ TŚĞ CŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ǁĂƐ ƚŽ ͚ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚ Ă 
ǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ƉŽůŝĐǇ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ͗  

facilitate adaptation to industrial changes, in particular through vocational training and 

retraining; improve initial and continuing vocational training in order to facilitate vocational 

integration and reintegration into the labour market; facilitate access to vocational training 

and encourage mobility of instructors and trainees and particularly young people; stimulate 

cooperation on training between educational or training establishments and firms; develop 

exchanges of information and experience on issues common to the training systems of the 

Member States. (Article G) 

From an educational policy perspective Maastricht was both modest and significant. It provided 

general authority for the EU (and its CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶͿ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ƚŽ ͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͛, 
authorising policy development in areas not specifically itemised ʹ although this general authority 

was circumscribed by the general principle of subsidiarity. Following Maastricht, therefore, those 

who sought to develop lifelong learning policy were newly empowered: member states could not 

object on principle to Commission activity in education. However, clear boundaries were set to 

activity: initial education or schooling was to the fore, as was the ͚EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ͛ ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ; and insofar 

as post-school learning was specified, the focus was vocational.   

Given the legal framework, when lifelong learning re-emerged in the early 1990s, the Directorate-

General for Education developed policy chiefly in support of economic needs. Growth, 

Competitiveness, Employment (CEC 1994) emphasised globalisation, information and communication 

technology, and competition from Asia and the USA. The unemployment which would arise if Europe 

did not achieve and maintain economic growth and competitiveness was also a concern: learning 

was essential throughout life. Based on the competitiveness white paper, lifelong learning was now 

central to EU policy (and entirely consistent with the educational objectives of the Maastricht 

Treaty). The education White Paper, Teaching and Learning: Towards a Learning Society (1995) 

elaborated within this framework, and played a ͚ĐƌƵĐŝĂů ƌŽůĞ ŝŶ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŝŶŐ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ĂƐ Ă 
guiding stƌĂƚĞŐǇ ŝŶ EU ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ͛ ;DĞŚŵĞů ϮϬϬϲ͕ Ɖ͘ ϱϯͿ͘  
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From the mid-1990s, ƚŚĞ ͚ƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇ ƵƚŝůŝƚĂƌŝĂŶ͕ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ 
to centre-ƐƚĂŐĞ ŝŶ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ďĞŐĂŶ ƚŽ ďĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚ ďǇ ͚ŵŽƌĞ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ 
ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ͛ ŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ͛ (Dehmel 2006, p. 52). In the Socrates and Leonardo 

da Vinci programmes, for example, lifelong learning was a strong theme; 1996 was designated the 

European Year of Lifelong Learning. An implicit theme was building European identity and European 

citizenship.  

The Lisbon Strategy 

Adopting the language of Rizvi and Lingard, the Lisbon Strategy, launched in 2000, was predicated on 

͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌŝĞƐ͛ ŽĨ ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂů ŐůŽďĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͘ TŚĞ EU ƐĞƚ ŝƚƐĞůĨ ͚Ă ŶĞǁ 
strategic goal for the next decade: to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based 

economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth ͙͛͘  It was not, however, simply 

about the economy and competition: innovation, competition and growth ǁĞƌĞ ƚŽ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌ ͚more and 

ďĞƚƚĞƌ ũŽďƐ ĂŶĚ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŽŚĞƐŝŽŶ͛ ;CEC ϮϬϬϬͿ͘  This aim ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐŝŶŐ͛ ƚŚĞ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵŽĚĞů ĂŶĚ ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ĂŶ ͚ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛͘  

So far as education and training was concerned, this meant EƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ systems must ͚ĂĚĂƉƚ ďŽƚŚ ƚŽ 
the demands of the knowledge society and to the need for an improved level and quality of 

ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͛͘ Within this, adults were given a central role: in particular, ͚ƵŶĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ ĂĚƵůƚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ 
ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ͚Ăƚ ƌŝƐŬ ŽĨ ƐĞĞŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŬŝůůƐ ŽǀĞƌƚĂŬĞŶ ďǇ ƌĂƉŝĚ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͛ ;CEC ϮϬϬϬͿ͘ Other 

objectives͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ ͚ŝŶǀĞƐƚŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ŚƵŵĂŶ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕͛ Ă EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ lifelong learning 

framework for IT skills, foreign languages, entrepreneurship, social skills and the like, better 

mechanisms for student, teacher and researcher mobility, and greater transparency and recognition 

of qualifications, were also very much in the spirit of Maastricht (CEC 2000).  

The Lisbon Strategy also brought a key change in policy: the Open Method of Co-ordination (OMC), a 

product of employment policy in the 1990s (Hantrais 2007), was applied in education. Subsidiarity 

remained important, but the OMC emphasised agreed timetables and goals, indicators and 

ďĞŶĐŚŵĂƌŬƐ͕ ͚ŵŽŶŝƚŽƌŝŶŐ͕ ĞǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƉĞĞƌ ƌĞǀŝĞǁ͛ ;CEC ϮϬϬϬͿ͘ This meant ʹ despite subsidiarity 

ʹ increased intervention by the EU in member states. By ͚setting specific targets and adopting 

ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ͕͛ European guidelines would ďĞ ͚ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚ͛ ŝŶƚŽ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĂŶĚ ƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ 
supported by the ͚ŵƵƚƵĂů ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ͛ of monitoring, evaluation and peer review (CEC 2000). 

As part of the Lisbon process, as we shall see, the volume and detail of education and lifelong 

learning policy has increased markedly, and formulating and elaborating ͚ďĞŶĐŚŵĂƌŬƐ͛ ĂŶĚ 
͚ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ͛ to measure progress in lifelong learning (and education and training) consistently across 

member states has become a major Commission activity.  

Lisbon in Crisis 

By 2003 it was clear that the EU would fall short of the Lisbon goals. This was clear in education: all 

European countries ǁĞƌĞ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ͚ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ͛ to adapt their education and training systems to ͚the 

knowledge-driven society and economy͛, but the reforms were clearly insufficient and the pace of 

change too slow to enable the EU to attain the Lisbon objectives (CEC 2003, p. 3). But ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ 
problems were part of a wider malaise. A High Level Group, appointed in 2004 jointly by the 
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European Commission and Council (and chaired by Wim Kok), suggested ƚŚĂƚ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ ͚ŐƌŽǁƚŚ ŐĂƉ 
with North America and AƐŝĂ͛ ŚĂĚ widened (High Level Group 2004, p. 6): 

if we are to deliver the Lisbon goals of growth and employment then we must all take action. 

To achieve them ... means more delivery from the European institutions and Member States 

through greater political ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ͕ ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĞƉĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͕ 
ĂŶĚ Ă ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ďǇ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ ŶĂƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ Ăůů ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͘ 

In Robertson͛Ɛ view, Kok helped construct Ă ͚ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͛ and, from around 2005, to ƚŚĞ EU͛s 

forming 

a set of globally-ŽƌŝĞŶƚĞĚ ͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐ ƐŚĂƉĞĚ ďǇ Ă ŶĞǁ ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ŝĚĞĂƐ 
about the production of a European knowledge economy. Together, these policies and 

ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐ ŵĂƌŬ Ă ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ƐŚŝĨƚ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵĂƌŬĞƚ͚ͬĨŽƌƚƌĞƐƐ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛ as the 

means to create a knowledge-based economy toward a newer vision; a more open, globally-

oriented, freer market Europe. 

Neoliberal ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝƚƐ ͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ͛ may have been, the Kok report retained some ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů EƵƌŽƉĞ͛ 
rhetoric. Iƚ ǁĂƐ ͚Ɛustaining EƵƌŽƉĞ͛s social model͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ required ͚higher growth and increased 

ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĨĂƌ ŵŽƌĞ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ͘͘͘ ŽŶ ŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ 
EƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͛ ;HŝŐŚ LĞǀĞů GƌŽƵƉ ϮϬϬϰ͕ Ɖ͘ ϳͿ͘ The emphasis on ͚ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
institutionƐ ĂŶĚ MĞŵďĞƌ “ƚĂƚĞƐ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϲͿ remained ʹ so the OMC and indicators continued to be 

central. Quantitative measurement of outcomes against targets has therefore strengthened.  

Indicators and politics 

From around 2004 ʹ roughly coincident with the Kok report ʹregular measurement and reporting of 

progress against Lisbon benchmarks began. Probably this has privileged economically-related 

outcomes: by and large, indicators related to vocational learning and participation are better 

ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƐŽĨƚĞƌ͛ ĂŝŵƐ͘ However, although measurement tends to privilege 

the economic, it is not the end of the matter. Within the Commission, and more broadly within the 

EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƐƉĂĐĞ͕͛ there have been political processes as well as political outcomes. As 

early as 2001, very shortly after Lisbon, elements within DG-EAC took advantage of the OMC to 

establish objectives for European education and training. In an important paper, a key Commission 

civil servant argued that LŝƐďŽŶ͛Ɛ call for Ministers of Education to ͚ƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬĞ Ă ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ 
the concrete future objectives of education systems, focusing on common concerns and priorities 

ǁŚŝůĞ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝŶŐ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͛ (Council of the EU 2001, p. 4) in the light of the Lisbon goals was 

͚ƌĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶĂƌǇ͛ ;Hingel 2001, p. 15). This ŐĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ EU Ă  ͚ŵĂŶĚĂƚĞ ƚŽ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ Ă ͞ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ 
ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͟ ŝŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŐŽŝŶŐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ ͚the European dimension of 

national educational policies͛ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƚĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚community dimension to education policy co-

operation between the Member States͛͘ Mechanisms to measure progress and ensure compliance 

could only be based on a high degree of consensus in the setting of objectives and targets.  

This led to a ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶĐƌĞƚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ͛ being adopted by 

the EU Council in 2001. These covered improving education and training for teachers and trainers, 

developing skills for the knowledge society, increasing the recruitment to scientific and technical 
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studies, making the best use of resources, open learning environment, making learning attractive, 

improving foreign language learning, and increasing mobility and exchange. In 2002, DG-EAC set up a 

Standing Group on Indicators and Benchmarks (SGIB). This issued a ͚ĨŝŶĂů ůŝƐƚ ŽĨ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ͛ ĨŽƌ 
education and training in July 2003: 29 were proposed, spread across the eight Lisbon objectives (an 

average of 3.6 per objective; one objective had a single indicator, one had six) (CEC DG-EAC 2003a). 

Identifying and developing indicators proved both technically and politically challenging. In 2004, 

CŽƵŶĐŝů ĂŶĚ CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ 
ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ͛͘ A ͚ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂďůĞ ĚĂƚĂ͛ ĐĂƵƐĞĚ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚŝĞƐ ;CŽƵŶĐŝů of the EU 2004). 

Gradually, however, a range of indicators was established. Those for ͚increasing mobility and 

exchange͛ are typical: 

 Inward and outward mobility of teachers and trainers within the Socrates (Erasmus, 

Comenius, Lingua and Grundtvig) and Leonardo da Vinci programmes; 

 Inward and outward mobility of Erasmus students and Leonardo da Vinci trainees; 

 Foreign students enrolled in tertiary education (ISCED 5 and 6) as a percentage of all 

students enrolled in the country of destination, by nationality (European country or other 

countries); 

 Percentage of students (ISCED 5-6) of the country of origin enrolled abroad (in a European 

country or other countries). (DG-EAC 2003a). 

 

NĞŝƚŚĞƌ KŽŬ ŶŽƌ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ŽĨ LŝƐďŽŶ͛ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ĂŶ ĞŶĚ ƚŽ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐ within the European 

educational space. Holford (2008) has ƐŚŽǁŶ ŚŽǁ ͚ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĂĐƚŽƌƐ͛ ƚŽŽŬ ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ OƉĞŶ 
Method of Co-ŽƌĚŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĞŶƐƵƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ͘ 
Key policy documents in lifelong learning in the years after Kok continued to give emphasis to 

discourses of equity. Efficiency and Equity in European Education and Training Systems (CEC 2006a) 

argued that in vocational education and training the less well-ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚ ͚ĂƌĞ ůĞĂƐƚ ůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ 
in ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ ƚŽ ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƚƐ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϵͿ͘ CŽƵƌƐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ͚ƚŚĞ 
ƵŶĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽƚ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉƵůƐŽƌǇ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛ were 

therefore seen as ͚ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͛ ŝŶ ͚ĞƋƵŝƚǇ ƚĞƌŵƐ͛͘ Adult Learning: It is never too late to learn (CEC 

2006b) addressed the increasingly diverse range of member states, stressing that to achieve the 

Lisbon benchmarks four million additional adults would have to participate in lifelong learning. It 

posed adult learning as relevant not only to competitiveness, but also to demographic change 

(ageing and migration), and social inclusion. Barriers to participation had to be lowered; member 

states were called upon to invest in improved quality of provision, including for older people and 

migrants͖ ͚ǀĂůŝĚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŶŽŶ-ĨŽƌŵĂů ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂů ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͛ ;ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
Qualifications Framework) and data for indicators and benchmarks should be improved. Key 

Competences for Lifelong Learning: European Reference Framework (CEC 2007), a technical 

ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ Ă EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ-level reference tool for policy-makers, education 

providers, employers, and learners themselves to facilitate national- and European-level efforts 

ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ĐŽŵŵŽŶůǇ ĂŐƌĞĞĚ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϯͿ, specified knowledge, skills and attitudes across eight 

areas: communication in mother tongue and foreign languages, mathematical and digital 

competence, learning to learn and sense of initiative and entrepreneurship, social and civic 
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competences and cultural awareness and expression. Not all of these are transparently elements of 

Ă ͚ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂů ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ͛ ŽĨ competitiveness and globalisation.  

And indeed, more evidence of sustained efforts to bolster non-economic purposes in lifelong 

learning is to be found in the Council of the European Union͛Ɛ ϮϬϭϬ CŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶƐ ͚ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů 
ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ͛͘ This began by rehearsing eleven policy statements (decisions 

of the EU Council, the European Parliament, and EU government representatives), beginning with 

the CoƵŶĐŝů ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶƐ ŽŶ ͚ĞƋƵŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĞĨĨŝĐŝĞŶĐǇ ŝŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ͛ ŝŶ NŽǀĞŵďĞƌ ϮϬϬϲ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 
ŝŶ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ǁĂǇƐ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ͘ Iƚ ŐĂǀĞ ͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ 
ƌĞŐĂƌĚ͛ ƚŽ͗ 

The Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European cooperation 

in education and training (ET 2020) , which identified the promotion of equity, social 

cohesion and active citizenship as one of its four strategic objectives and which defined five 

reference levels of European average performance (European benchmarks) that also place a 

strong emphasis on achieving equity. (OJEU 26 May 2010, C135/2) 

In the context of the intensifying economic crisis, restating existing policies is not without value. But 

the 2010 Council Conclusions on the ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĂůŽŶĞ͘ Iƚ ŵĂĚĞ Ă 
number of statements of principle. For instance: 

Education and training systems contribute significantly to fostering social cohesion, active 

citizenship and personal fulfilment in European societies. They have the potential to 

promote upward social mobility and to break the cycle of poverty, social disadvantage and 

ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͘ TŚĞŝƌ ƌŽůĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞĚ ďǇ ĂĚĂƉƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͛ 
backgrounds in terms of cultural richness, existing knowledge and competences, and 

learning needs. (OJEU 26 May 2010, C135/2) 

And: 

As the social effects of the economic crisis continue to unfold Ͷ and in the context of the 

European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion (2010) ( 12 ) Ͷ it is clear that the 

downturn has hit hard the most disadvantaged, while at the same time jeopardising 

budgetary efforts which target these groups. (OJEU 26 May 2010, C135/2) 

In addition, it made various recommendations, some of which have specific application in relation to 

ĂĚƵůƚ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͘ ͚EǆƉĂŶĚŝŶŐ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ ĂĚƵůƚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ŝƚ ĂƐƐĞƌƚĞĚ͕ ͚ĐĂŶ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ŶĞǁ ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ 
active inclusion and enhanced social participation, especially for the low-skilled, the unemployed, 

adults with special needs, the ĞůĚĞƌůǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ;OJEU Ϯϲ MĂǇ ϮϬϭϬ͕ CϭϯϱͬϮͿ͘  Inter-

generational learning ǁĂƐ ͚a means of sharing knowledge and expertise, and of encouraging 

communication and solidarity between ͙ generations, bridging the growing digital divide and 

reducing social isolation͛ ;OJEU Ϯϲ MĂǇ ϮϬϭϬ͕ CϭϯϱͬϮͿ͘  Iƚ ĐĂůůĞĚ ŽŶ ;͚ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ͛Ϳ ŵĞŵďĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ƚŽ 
ǁŝĚĞŶ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ ŚŝŐŚĞƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐ ĨŽƌ ĂĚƵůƚ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
non-ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ͛ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ HE ƐĞĐƚŽƌ ;OJEU Ϯϲ MĂǇ ϮϬϭϬ͕ CϭϯϱͬϮͿ͘  In relation to adult 

education, it called on them to: 
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Strengthen policies to enable the low-skilled, unemployed adults and, where appropriate, 

citizens with a migrant background to gain a qualification or take their skills a step further 

(one step up), and broaden the provision of second chance education for young adults.  

(OJEU 26 May 2010, C135/2) 

It ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ĨŽƌ ͚ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ data on outcomes, drop-ŽƵƚ ƌĂƚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŽŶ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ͛ ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic 

backgrounds, particularly in vocational education and training, higher education and adult 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;OJEU Ϯϲ MĂǇ ϮϬϭϬ͕ CϭϯϱͬϮͿ͘ AŶĚ ŝƚ ͚ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ͛ ŵĞŵďĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ͗ 

Pursue cooperation on the strategic priority of promoting equity, social cohesion and active 

citizenship, by actively using the open method of coordination within the context of the 

strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020) and by 

implementing the social dimension of the Bologna and Copenhagen processes and adopting 

measures in line with the 2008 Council conclusions on adult learning. (OJEU 26 May 2010, 

C135/2). 

These excerpts give only a flavour of the CŽƵŶĐŝů CŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶƐ ͚on the social dimension of education 

and training͛͘ TŚĞǇ ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽǀĞƌ Ăůů ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͚ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ the role of education and 

training as key instruments for the achievement of the objectives of the social inclusion and social 

protection process͛͘ ;OJEU Ϯϲ MĂǇ ϮϬϭϬ͕ CϭϯϱͬϮͿ͘ TŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ testament to the continuing presence, 

within the European educational space, of influential political actors, and of their effectiveness in 

sustaining discourses of social purpose.  

Lifelong learning in ͚Europe 2020͛ 

EĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ͕ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ ŽŶůǇ ŽŶĞ ĂƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ. If the Kok report spoke to (and 

about) a ͚ĐƌŝƐŝƐ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ Lisbon strategy, the years since 2008 have seen a far more profound and 

general economic and political crisis in Europe. In the words of Europe 2020: A strategy for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth, 

The recent economic crisis has no precedent in our generation. The steady gains in economic 

growth and job creation witnessed over the last decade have been wiped out ʹ our GDP fell 

by 4% in 2009, our industrial production dropped back to the levels of the 1990s and 23 

million people - or 10% of our active population - are now unemployed. The crisis has been a 

huge shock for millions of citizens and it has exposed some fundamental weaknesses of our 

economy. (CEC 2010, p. 5) 

The economic crisis coincided with the closing years of the Lisbon strategy; at a technical level, 

therefore we see ŝŶ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ both the impact of immediate pressures and the outcomes of 

evaluation of the Lisbon years. The ŚĞĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ to the 

ƵŶƉƌĞĐĞĚĞŶƚĞĚ ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ǁĂƐ ͚ŐƌŽǁƚŚ͛:  

 Smart growth ʹ developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation. 

 Sustainable growth ʹ promoting a more resource efficient, greener and more competitive 

economy. 
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 Inclusive growth ʹ fostering a high-employment economy delivering economic, social and 

territorial cohesion. (CEC 2010, p. 8) 

Education and training were to play a part in achieving this; but it was far from the leading role. 

Europe 2020: A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth focusses on strategies for the 

financial sector, for competition and innovation, for investment, employment and the single market. 

Aƚ ŝƚƐ ŚĞĂƌƚ ĂƌĞ Ɛŝǆ ͚ĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛͘ In terms of specific aims for education, it repeated well-

established prescriptions. The Commission should  

give a strong impetus to the strategic framework for cooperation in education and training 

involving all stakeholders. This should notably result in the implementation of life-long 

learning principles (in cooperation with Member States, social partners, experts) including 

through flexible learning pathways between different education and training sectors and 

levels and by reinforcing the attractiveness of vocational education and training (CEC 2010, 

p. 17), 

while member states were encouraged to work hard to establish national qualifications frameworks 

(linked to the European Qualifications Framework), and to ensure more widespread acquisition and 

ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚the competences required to engage in further learning and the labour market͛ ;CEC 

2010, p. 17) . Not surprisingly, in a document focussing on economic crisis and growth, the emphasis 

is firmly on skills and vocational learning.  

There is, however, a further ʹ and vital ʹ dimension to Europe 2020: ͚ƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͛ ʹ but in 

very much the spirit of the Lisbon strategy. To achieve ƚŚĞ ͚ƚransformational change͛ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 
EU͛Ɛ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ, Europe 2020 ǁŽƵůĚ ŶĞĞĚ ͚more focus, clear goals and transparent benchmarks for 

ĂƐƐĞƐƐŝŶŐ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ͛ ;CEC ϮϬϭϬ͕ Ɖ͘ ϮϱͿ͘ IŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ ďĞŶĐŚŵĂƌŬƐ ǁŽƵůĚ Ɛƚŝůů ďĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ 
ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ Ă ͚ƚŚĞŵĂƚŝĐ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͕͛ ĨŽĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ͚ŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͛ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ ŽĨ ĨŝǀĞ ͚ŚĞĂĚůŝŶĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͛ ;Ɖ͘ 
25). TŚŝƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞĚ ďǇ ͚ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ƌĞƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ͛͗ ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĐŚŝĞĨůǇ ŝŶ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƚĞƌŵƐ 
;͚helping Member States define and implement exit strategies, to restore macroeconomic stability, 

identify national bottlenecks and return their economies to sustainable growth and public finances͛ 
(p. 25)), but it clearly represented a shift in policy development and implementation methodology 

toward greater focus and integration.  

This more focussed approach would seem to imply that the emphasis on skills and vocational 

training would be carried through more centrally across EU lifelong learning policy. There is some 

evidence of this in the first major education policy statement made in the light of Europe 2020, 

͚Council [of the EU] conclusions on the role of education and training in the implementation of the 

͞EƵƌŽƉĞ ϮϬϮϬ͟ strategy͛ ;OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 March 2011). This began by 

UNDERLINING [sic] its full readiness to put the Council's expertise on education and training 

policies at the service of the European Council and actively to contribute to the successful 

ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚EƵƌŽƉĞ ϮϬϮϬ͛ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ĨŽƌ ũŽďƐ ĂŶĚ ŐƌŽǁƚŚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
Semester[

9
] ͙͘ (OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 March 2011) 

                                                           
9
 ͚TŚĞ ƐŽ-called European semester is one of the first initiatives to emerge from a task force on economic 

governance set up at the request of the European Council in March [2010] and chaired by the President of the 
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It proceeded to make a number of rather predictable assertions: education and training, and 

especially vocational education and training, ŚĂĚ Ă ͚ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ƌŽůĞ͛ ŝŶ ͚achieving the ͞EƵƌŽƉĞ 
ϮϬϮϬ͟ objectives of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth͖͛ ƚŚĞ Council was committed to ensuring 

that ͚issues such as policy measures and reforms in the field of education and training, their 

contribution to the European targets and the exchange of good policy and practice are fully 

addressed͛͘ Education anĚ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ŚĂĚ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ƌĞůĞǀĂŶĐĞ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ;ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ 
͚ǇŽƵƚŚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŽǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂŐĞŶĚĂ ĨŽƌ ŶĞǁ ƐŬŝůůƐ ĂŶĚ ũŽďƐ͛Ϳ͘ But among these confessions of loyalty to 

the new régime, we find reassertions, perhaps sotto voce, of long-held commitments. Thus there 

was a reference to ʹ though no quotation of ʹ ͚ƚhe ͞ET ϮϬϮϬ͟ framework and its four strategic 

objectives͛, which continued to ͚constitute a solid foundation for European cooperation in the field 

of education and training͛, and ĐŽƵůĚ ͚thus make a significant contribution towards achieving the 

͞EƵƌŽƉĞ ϮϬϮϬ͟ objectives͛ (OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 March 2011). One of the four strategic objectives 

ǁĂƐ͕ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ ͚PƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ĞƋƵŝƚǇ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŽŚĞƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ͛ (OJEU 2009/C 119/02, 28 

May 2009). And within the parameters of Europe 2020 ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ͕ ǁĞ ĨŝŶĚ ƐƵĐŚ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ͗ ͚the 

situation of young women and young men who face exceptional difficulties in entering the labour 

market due to the severity of the crisis͛ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞĚ ͚as a matter of urgency͛; education and 

ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ ŵƵƐƚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ͚the right mix of skills and competences ͙ to promote sustainable 

development and active citizenship͛; strengthening ͚lifelong learning opportunities for all and at 

every level of education and training is essential, notably by improving the attractiveness and 

relevance of VET and by increasing the participation in, and the relevance of, adult learning͛ (OJEU 

2011/C 70/01, 4 March 2011).  

EĨĨŽƌƚƐ ƚŽ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ ĂŶ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĞŵĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ new Europe 2020 order seem clear; and some 

success in this, albeit partial, should be acknowledged. However, the neoliberal, ͚ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ͕͛ 
agenda dominates, and appears to be ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ OMC ͚ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĞ͛͘ In particular, the 

͚Council conclusions on the role of education and training in the implementation of ƚŚĞ ͞EƵƌŽƉĞ 
ϮϬϮϬ͟ strategy͛ ĨŽĐƵƐ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ŶŽƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ LŝƐďŽŶ ďĞŶĐŚŵĂƌŬƐ͕ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƌĞŵĂŝŶ͕ ďƵƚ ŽŶ 
͚ŝncreased efforts ͙ to achieve 

the two EU headline targets in education and training Ͷ i.e. reducing the share of early 

school leavers to less than 10 %, and increasing the proportion of 30-34 year olds having 

completed tertiary or equivalent education to at least 40 % Ͷ [which] will have a positive 

effect on jobs and growth. Moreover, measures taken in the education and training sector 

will contribute to achieving the targets in other areas, such as increasing employment rates, 

promoting research and development, and reducing poverty. (OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 March 

2011) 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

European Council, Herman Van Rompuy. The aim is to boost coordination of the member states' economic 

ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ďĂƐŝƐ ŽĨ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ͘ ͙ TŚĞ ŶĞǁ Ɛŝǆ-month cycle will start each year in March when, on the 

basis of a report from the Commission, the European Council will identify the main economic challenges and 

give strategic advice on policies. Taking this advice into account, in April the member states will review their 

medium-term budgetary strategies and at the same time draw up national reform programmes setting out the 

action they will undertake in areas such as employment and social inclusion. In June and July, the European 

Council and the Council will provide policy advice before the member states finalise their budgets for the 

ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ǇĞĂƌ͛͘ ;CŽƵŶĐŝů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU 2010b) 
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TŚĞ ŶĞǁ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ͚ŚĞĂĚůŝŶĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͛ ŝƐ ŶŽǁ ĐůĞĂƌ͘ TŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĞŶĚ ;Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂůůǇͿ͕ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ 
ĂƌĞ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ƚŽ ĂĚŽƉƚ ͚National Reform Programmes (NRPs) which are targeted and action-based, 

and which will contribute to aĐŚŝĞǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͞Europe 2020͟ strategy, including the EU 

headline targets͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ͚policy actions in line with national targets͛ (OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 

March 2011). The Commission, in turn, is asked to 

Further strengthen Ͷ in full agreement with the Member States Ͷ links between the 

impůĞŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƌƌĂŶŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ͚ET ϮϬϮϬ͛ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĐ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ 
͚EƵƌŽƉĞ ϮϬϮϬ͛ “ƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ͕ ŶŽƚĂďůǇ ĂƐ ƌĞŐĂƌĚƐ ǁŽƌŬ ĐǇĐůĞƐ͕ ƌĞƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ͘ 
Particular account should be taken of the headline targets and of appropriate measures 

ƚĂŬĞŶ ƵŶĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ͚YŽƵƚŚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ MŽǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚AŐĞŶĚĂ ĨŽƌ NĞǁ “ŬŝůůƐ ĂŶĚ JŽďƐ͛ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐ͕ ǁŚĞŶ 
proposing the mid-ƚĞƌŵ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ĐǇĐůĞ ŽĨ ͚ET ϮϬϮϬ͛͘ (OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 

March 2011) 

Various other policy-co-ordination measures are proposed. On the whole, these are focussed on the 

Europe 2020 targets. However, even here some space is retained͘ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ͚as the basis for an 

exchange of views in Council in the course of each European Semester͛ ƚŚĞ CŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƚŽ Ɖrovide 

͚a thorough analysis of the progress made͛ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ͚towards the headline targets͕͛ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ toward 

͚the ͞ET ϮϬϮϬ͟ benchmarks͛ ;OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 March 2011)) ʹ that is, towards the broader 

range of targets developed for education and training, which encompass non-economic objectives. 

TŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂů͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞƐ ǁŝůů ďĞ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ŽĨ Europe 

2020 remains to be seen ʹ though a renewed emphasis on the former seems likely. There remains 

clear evidence of efforts, within the European educational space, to sustain citizenship and social 

cohesion concerns. However, EU education policy has always been principally vocational ʹ to a large 

degree because competition and the free market were central to its founding treaties.  

CŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͗ EƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ educational policy and the contours of its educational space 

During the 1960s and 1970s, many on the British Left regarded the (then) European Common 

Market) as Ă ͚ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐƚ ĐůƵď͛. To join ǁŽƵůĚ ͚ƉƌĞǀĞŶƚ Ă LĂďŽƵƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌŝŶŐ Ă “ŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚ 
manifesƚŽ͛ ;FŽƌƐƚĞƌ ϮϬϬϮ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϯϱͿ͖ ͚ƉƵďůŝĐ ŽǁŶĞƌƐŚŝƉ͕͛ TŽŶǇ BĞŶŶ ďĞůŝĞǀĞĚ͕ ͚ŝƐ ƌƵůĞĚ ŽƵƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ‘ŽŵĞ 
TƌĞĂƚǇ͛ ;ƋƵŽƚĞĚ MƵůůĂŶ ϮϬϬϱ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϮϵͿ.  Though such attitudes now seem dated ʹ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů EƵƌŽƉĞ͛ 
ƉƌŽǀĞĚ ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚůǇ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƵŶĨĞƚƚĞƌĞĚ ͚TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ͛ ʹ the European Union has deeply capitalist 

roots. It is a truism, but an important one, that the single market has set the boundaries for 

European educational policy since the 1950s͘ A ŵŽƌĞ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ ʹ equity, social inclusion and 

cohesion, active citizenship ʹ was progressively developed during the 1980s and 1990s, allied with 

ƚŚĞ ƉƵƌƐƵŝƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ŝĚĞĂů͖͛  they have been defended since with some success; but they 

have always operated within parameters set by the centrality of the single market in the EU͛Ɛ 
founding treaties.  

At this point, we can usefully return to DĂůĞ͛Ɛ (2009) distinction between a European education 

space (the opportunity structure framed by treaties, policy frameworks, history, etc.) and European 

education policy (the policies of the EU and its member states). From this perspective, in order to 

understand the direction of educational development in Europe, we should consider not only the 

policies of the EU, but also those of member states. But we also need to attend to changing nature 
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of the educational space itself: to the actors within it; the ideological frameworks within which they 

operate, and on which they draw; and their relative capacity to exercise power ʹ whether economic, 

political or normative. In this sense, the educational space in Europe has changed significantly over 

the decade of the Lisbon Strategy. In particular, it has been opened to a wider range of actors drawn 

from the private sector, and often from substantial international corporations; it has seen a 

significant expansion of the role of the market in the provision of education and related services; it 

has seen an erosion of discourses of education, and a strengthening of language related to learning 

and training; we see the growth of qualifications frameworks, indicators, benchmarks and so forth. 

While some of these changes may appear technical, there seems little doubt that they are generally 

biased in favour of neoliberal, rather than inclusive, approaches. 

Robertson explores this in relation to higher education and public-private partnerships. The impact 

of Europe 2020 seems likely to strengthen the neoliberalisation of the European education space. 

Europe 2020 ĐĂůůƐ ĨŽƌ ͚well functioning and well-connected markets where competition and 

consumer access stimulate growth and innovation͛ ĂŶĚ ĂŶ ͚open single market for services͛ (CEC 

2010a, p. 19)͘ TŚŝƐ ƐĞĞŵƐ ůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ ƚŚĞ ďƌĞĂŬŝŶŐ ĚŽǁŶ ŽĨ ͚ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
involvement of private corporations in educational provision and services. Arguably we can see the 

impact of this already in the Council ͚conclusions on the role of education and training in the 

implementation of the ͞EƵƌŽƉĞ ϮϬϮϬ͟ strategy͛͗ Ĩor example, member states are encouraged to 

ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ ͚ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ ĐŽŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŚŝŐŚĞƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶƐtitutions, research institutes and 

ĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞƐ͕͛ ǁŚŝůĞ there is Ă ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ĐĂůů ĨŽƌ ŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀĞƐ ͚ƚŽ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ ͙ ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉƐ ǁŝƚŚ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐĞƐ 
ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͛ (OJEU 2011/C 70/01, 4 March 2011). But this is no more than arguable: with respect to 

ŝƚƐ ͚ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝǀĞ͛ language, this key education policy document is little different from the EU 

mainstream.  

The invasion of education by private sector actors is a world-wide phenomenon. What sets Europe 

apart within this global trend is the architecture of EU governance and policy-making: partly how this 

architecture mediates between global pressures and the activities of national governments (to both 

inclusive and neoliberal ends); partly the number and range of actors involved in educational 

processes (and the diversity of their cultural and institutional experiences); partly the sheer 

multiplicity of national and sub-national governments engaged in educational policy formation and 

implementation both within their own borders and at a EU level. This does not make the EU exempt 

from the forces of neoliberal globalisation; as Dale, Robertson and others have argued, in some 

respects the EU is actively complicit in furthering them. But the EU͛Ɛ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ŽŶ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ 
is to be measured not only by advocacy of neoliberalism. The EU is also both a vast organisation and 

a major institution͕ ͚ƚŚĞ most successful example of institutionalised international policy co-

ordinaƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ǁŽƌůĚ͛ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ͚Ă ƐĞƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĐĞůĞďƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚĞƌŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĂů 
ďĂƌŐĂŝŶƐ͛ (Moravcsik 1993, p. 473). Institutions and organisations demand sociological analysis. In 

ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ DĂůĞ ĂŶĚ ‘ŽďĞƌƚƐŽŶ͕ ǁĞ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞ ǀĂůƵĞ ŽĨ ŽŶĞ ƐƵĐŚ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ͗ MĂƌǆŝƐŵ͛Ɛ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ 
relations of domination. But the sociology of organisation and bureaucracy is not written in the 

language of Marx alone. WĞďĞƌ͛Ɛ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉĂƌƚǇ͛ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ 
organisations and on the informal as well as the formal and (as Jenson & Mérand 2010 argue) 

DƵƌŬŚĞŝŵ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ ůŝŶŬƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ, symbolic representations and 

institutional forms, and the methods for analysing them that his students developed through 

ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϳϱͿ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ:  
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ũƵƐƚ ĂƐ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƉŽǁĞƌ ĐĂŶ ĞŶƌŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EU͛Ɛ 
institutional development, the study of social practices draws a more compelling picture of 

how symbolic representations, norms and ideas are instantiated in European dynamics, and 

in turn shape patterns of behaviour (Jenson & Mérand 2010, pp.  85-6).  
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