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[bookmark: _Hlk195722095]Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk189563155]Neoliberal policies, which aim to reduce the role of the state in order to “foster a business-friendly climate for capitalistic endeavours” (Wacquant, 2012, p. 69), have a profound impact on education. In this context, public services – including education – adapt a business-like model as a result of neoliberal reforms shaped by market logic (Ball, 2016, p. 1049; Brown, 2011). The privatization of schools, the marketization of educational institutions, and the internationalization of higher education via student fees are now evident manifestations of a broader process of neoliberalization in countries worldwide, with international organizations and think tanks playing a central role in the global spread of these policies in the field of education (Ball, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk195726874][bookmark: _Hlk195732051]Against this backdrop, this paper builds on the conceptual shift from ‘neoliberalism’ to neoliberalization as a dynamic adaptive process (Peck, 2023) by investigating how neoliberalization reconfigures contemporary (public) education and the subjects involved therein. In order to address this question, the paper undertakes a thorough analysis of key strands of research on ‘neoliberalism’ in education, paying particular attention to neoliberal reforms in education systems. The paper’s analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of how market-driven logic alters the mission of public education and interrogates the democratic deficits arising from the symbiosis between neoliberalization and education, particularly in the context of (global) educational governance.
The paper proceeds in four steps. First, an exploration of the contentious intellectual and political debates surrounding the concept of ‘neoliberalism’ is undertaken, followed by an overview of its key characteristics as they emerged through its historical evolution and implementation. Second, the paper reviews education research on ‘neoliberalism’ and education to highlight the key topics and issues addressed. Furthermore, it also highlights how the main principles and (policy) tools of ‘neoliberalism’ were introduced in the field of education, and it considers the defining features of neoliberalization and educational governance. The paper concludes with an outline of the challenges related to equality, meritocracy, and the public character of education. 
From neo-liberalism to neoliberalization: historical development and implementation
From its inception, ‘neoliberalism’ has embodied a paradox. While neoliberalism is predicated on individualism, with its objective “detach[ing] individual well-being from the collective fate” (Ball & Collet-Sabé, 2025, p. 4), it initially emerged through a “thought collective” of intellectual circles (Mirowski, 2015). David Harvey (2006) perceives ‘neoliberalism’ as:
a theory of political economic practices which proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by the maximization of entrepreneurial freedoms within an institutional framework characterized by private property rights, individual liberty, free markets and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such practices. (p. 145)
Harvey’s definition emphasizes ‘neoliberalism’ as a set of political and economic practices rooted in specific principles—individual liberty, market primacy, and the state’s distinctive role in safeguarding these conditions. Yet, despite this apparent clarity, ‘neoliberalism’ has remained a contested and evolving concept. Its meaning and application have shifted across contexts and historical moments. To understand this evolution, it is essential to trace the paradigm’s intellectual origins.
The emergence of ‘neoliberalism’ can be understood as a direct response to the intellectual crises of the early twentieth century. As Dieter Plehwe (2015) posits, it was spurred by a quest to reinvigorate classical liberalism, which its proponents saw as a “moribund political project” (p. 15). This resurgence coincided with the early 20th century, a period of pervasive scepticism towards laissez-faire capitalism and the concurrent rise of totalitarian ideologies.
One pivotal moment in the genesis of neoliberal thought was the Walter Lippmann Colloquium (August 26-30, 1938), held at the Institut International de Coopération Intellectuelle in France. It was at this event that the term ‘neoliberalism’ was first coined (Brown, 2019a, p. 17). The participants engaged in debating the book “An Enquiry into the Principles of the Good Society”[footnoteRef:1] authored by Walter Lippmann (Biebricher, 2021, p. 23). However, internal disagreements emerged already at this first meeting, highlighting that ‘neoliberalism’ was never a homogeneous movement. The Colloquium was, in practice, divided into two groups: those who argued that ‘neoliberalism’ should fundamentally differ from traditional liberalism (such as Wilhelm Röpke and Alexander Rüstow) and those who defended classical liberalism (such as Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von Mises) (Denord, 2015, p. 49). [1:  The book was translated into German as Die Gesellschaft freier Menschen (Lippmann, 1945). This different interpretation of the title in the two languages reflects differing approaches to neoliberalism in the respective contexts. The English title aligns with the classical liberal or philosophical tradition in the U.S., which values rational inquiry into political and ethical systems, while the German title resonates more strongly with post-war European liberal thought, emphasizing personal freedom in opposition to totalitarianism.] 

The second significant event in the intellectual development of ‘neoliberalism’ occurred in 1947, when 60 participants met in Switzerland and established the Mont Pelerin Society, still seen as a kind of Internationale of ‘neoliberalism’ (Biebricher, 2021, p. 25). The Mont Pelerin Society was founded “to debate the role of liberalism in building a new society that protected the rights of the individual” (Jones & Ball, 2023, p. 2), and to dream of “a new individual-liberty liberalism” (Wilson, 2018, p. 29). 
Interestingly, the term ‘neoliberalism’ also gained traction among German economists of the Freiburg School, known as ordoliberals. These thinkers used the term positively, emphasizing a philosophy of moderated liberalism that rejected laissez-faire policies while advocating humanistic values (Boas & Gans-Morse, 2009, p. 139). For them, ‘neoliberalism’ denoted a balanced approach that sought to preserve competition by instituting strong legal and regulatory frameworks to prevent monopolies and cartels. Unlike classical liberalism, which advocated minimal state intervention, ordoliberals saw the state as an active guarantor of market fairness and competition (ibid., p. 146).
A fundamental question in comprehending ‘neoliberalism’ pertains to its distinction from classical liberalism. This dimension is particularly intricate, as the Mont Pelerin Society refuted any substantial deviation from the classical liberalism espoused by Adam Smith, particularly by the late 1950s, when they ceased to utilize the term ‘neoliberalism’ (Mirowski, 2015, p. 427). However, an important difference warrants emphasis. While both traditions value individual freedom, ‘neoliberalism’ distinctly prioritizes the market over the state as the primary means of solving problems and achieving human ends (Crouch, 2011, p. 7). It is characteristic that in the different forms of existing ‘neoliberalisms’, the fundamental principle refers to “the superiority of individualized, market-based competition over other modes of organization” (Mudge, 2008, pp. 706–707). In contrast, classical liberalism envisions a limited state, tasked with enforcing the rule of law, protecting individual rights, maintaining law and order, and providing for a select number of collective goods (Karlson, 2024, p. 87). The divergence between ‘neoliberalism’ and classical liberalism may lie not in the role of the state per se, but in the scope of state interventions. ‘Neoliberalism’ advocates a state that actively maintains the conditions necessary for market competition, whereas classical liberalism envisions a state that remains neutral in pursuing broader societal goals, focusing instead on enabling the “wealth of nations” with respect to the common good through minimal interference (ibid., pp. 71–72). In other words, ‘neoliberalism’ perceives state intervention as a means to promote the market, whereas classical liberalism prioritizes the common good by ensuring the proper functioning of the market, guaranteed by the state.
At the same time, neoliberal thinkers aimed to preserve classical liberalism’s humanistic and social values by emphasizing social security, social justice (ibid.), and even “human dignity and individual freedom,” regarded as “central values of civilization” that were threatened at the time ‘neoliberalism’ first emerged (Harvey, 2006, p. 5). In light of these values and the assertion that ‘neoliberalism’ in political terms does not oppose democracy (Chang, 2014, p 70), it is evident that ‘neoliberalism’ was perceived positively.
[bookmark: _Hlk210758757]Alongside this ideological framework, neoliberalism also emerged as a political project. Its aim was to re-establish “the conditions for capital accumulation and the restoration of class power” (Harvey, 2006, p. 149). Wendy Brown (2020) extends this interpretation, describing ‘neoliberalism’ from a Hayekian perspective as: “a moral-political project aimed at protecting traditional hierarchies by negating the social as a domain of justice and radically restricting democratic claims on states” (ibid., p. 44). 
Beyond its political dimension, ‘neoliberalism’ has been characterized also as a “hegemonic project” (England & Ward 2016, p. 55), especially after the collapse of socialist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe (Eagleton-Pierce, 2016, p. 22). Additionally, it has a universalist character, as Matthey Eagleton-Pierce (ibid.) notes: it is “aspiring to be seen as global,” also giving the impression “that all countries should orientate themselves to a market-based vision as universal goal” (pp. 22–23). The universalist character of ‘neoliberalism’ is derived from the aforementioned principles of "individual liberty and freedom", which are rooted in classical liberalism. These principles are regarded as “sacrosanct” and also as natural “to our intuitions and instincts” (Harvey, 2006, p. 146). 
Yet, despite these universal ambitions, ‘neoliberalism’ has proven to be highly adaptive. It takes on local characteristics shaped by distinct political-economic contexts and institutional frameworks (Ball, 2012, p. 30). These “local neoliberalisms” are interconnected, reference each other and are shaped by broader processes of emulation and experimentation, “such that there is always a (wider) context to each (local) context” (Peck & Theodore, 2019, p. 247). At the same time, ‘neoliberalism’ remains flexible, evolving through crises and contradictions to produce market-friendly alternatives. However, as long as neoliberal rules dominate interlocal relations, “‘local’ alternatives are likely to remain just that, local” (Peck, 2023, p. 39). The adaptability of ‘neoliberalism’ may also be seen as an opportunistic feature, enabling it to survive and promote neoliberal principles in new contexts.
However, for Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore (2019) the recognition of this “necessary diversity” of ‘neoliberalism’ is coupled with its “processual understandings”, “neoliberalization” (p. 260, emphasis in orig.). Peck (2023) notes that all neoliberal experiments are “unstable, mongrel formations” (p. 30). Similarly, Stephen Ball (2012) sees ‘neoliberalism’ as a process of incremental reforms and displacements rather than grand strategies. Peck and Theodore (2019) argue that “neoliberalism objectively cannot exist in the world in “pure”, uncut, or unmediated form” (p. 260). Expanding on this idea, Peck (2023) further suggests that “neoliberalization is always an incomplete process” (p. 25), while Simon Springer (2015) goes one step further and reveals that ““neoliberalism” indeed does not exist as a coherent and fixed edifice, as an equilibria complex, or as a finite end-state” (p. 7). This lack of a definitive end-state distinguishes ‘neoliberalism’ from other ideologies. This argument provides further justification for the proposition that ‘neoliberalism’ should be more accurately described as neoliberalization. Consequently, Jones and Ball (2023) conclude that scholars should understand neoliberalization as practice rather than theory (p. 3). In the last years more and more researchers agree in the “processual, partial and protean character of neoliberalization” (Peck & Theodore, 2019, p. 255, emphasis in orig.). 
Having focused mainly on the academic conceptualization of the term ‘neoliberalism’ and the ensuing controversies, what remains is the examination of how neoliberal ideas are applied on the political level. It seems that neoliberal policies tend to be implemented in response to economic crises, something that could confirm that ‘neoliberalism’ is a political project for the stabilization of social hierarchies (Harvey, 2006; Brown, 2020). For instance, the oil crisis of 1973 is often considered to mark the advent of neoliberal policies, while the more recent financial crisis of the Wall Street crash of 2008 was accompanied by a new set of neoliberal policies. These crises prompted “another regeneration” of neoliberalization (Jones & Ball, 2023, p. 1) while deepening its legitimation crisis, as elites engaged in “neoliberal maneuvering to extend market rules and corporate freedoms” (Peck & Theodore, 2019, p. 260). 
Focusing on the implementation of neoliberalization, Bob Jessop (2023) identifies four distinct forms of neoliberal policies, categorized by their geographical contexts. The first form, “neoliberal regime shifts”, originated in the 1970s–1980s as a response to high inflation and unemployment (Morningstar, (2020) 2023, p. 2), involves six policies to favor capital: liberalization, deregulation, privatization, market proxies in the state sector, reduced taxation on entrepreneurial income, and internationalization. These policies were initially implemented in the USA by Ronald Reagan, and in the UK by Margaret Thatcher, but also in countries such as Australia, Canada, Cyprus, Ireland, Iceland, New Zealand (Jessop, 2023, pp. 44–45). A further form, “neoliberal system transformation”, emerged in the 1990s in post-Soviet states, exemplified by the Chicago School’s “creative destruction” and Ordoliberal “market therapy without shock” (ibid., p. 44). A third form “comprises economic restructuring and regime shifts that occurred in response to inflationary and/or debt crises in economies […] imposed from outside by leading capitalist powers” (ibid., p. 45). The promotion of these neoliberal reforms as a strategy for providing financial assistance to stimulate economic growth in regions such as Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Eastern and Central Europe imposed “by transnational economic institutions and organizations” (ibid.). A fourth form involves a “pragmatic, partial and potentially reversible set of neoliberal policy adjustments” (ibid.). Unlike the first form, it does not encompass all six neoliberal economic policies but instead adapts modest changes aimed at preserving existing models—such as Rhenish capitalism, a form of social capital economy, and the Nordic social democracies. These four forms of neoliberal policies demonstrate the implementation of neoliberalization to be neither uniform nor linear, thereby confirming its adaptable nature. 
To fully understand how neoliberalization unfolds in practice, it is crucial to examine the mechanisms and actors that bring it into reality. Loïc Wacquant (2012) states that ‘neoliberalism’ should be viewed as “market-conforming state crafting”, highlighting the institutional core, which consists of “an articulation of state, market, and citizenship that harnesses the first to impose the stamp of the second onto the third” (ibid. p. 71, emphasis in orig.). However, it is crucial to recognize the role of additional actors, beyond the state, who are instrumental in promoting neoliberalization. This encompasses not only think tanks (Mirowski, 2015, p. 430) but also international and supranational organizations. A salient illustration of this phenomenon can be observed in Greece during the financial crisis of 2009, where neoliberalization played a pronounced role. The neoliberalization of the Greek economy was imposed by the “authoritarian eurozone's neoliberalism”, rather than being accepted on a democratic basis (Markantonatou, 2023, p. 161). According to Maria Markantonatou (2023), the Greek case exemplifies a hegemonic governance that has been “enforced by institutionalizing neoliberal austerity”, a course of action that contravenes the democratic will as expressed in the 2015 referendum (p. 166). However, the case of the neoliberalization of Greece underscores two salient points. Firstly, it demonstrates that neoliberalization can be imposed beyond the confines of the national state. Secondly, it highlights that this imposition can occur in an undemocratic manner. In Greece, the Troika—comprised of the European Commission (EC), the European Central Bank (ECB), and the International Monetary Fund (IMF)—imposed neoliberal economic policies on the country. In Chile, neoliberalization was imposed by the 1973 military coup led by dictator Augusto Pinochet, who implemented neoliberal reforms based on advice from the Chicago Boys, Chilean economists trained at the source of the neoliberal thinking, at University of Chicago (Klein, 2007).
In summary, ‘neoliberalism’ has been interpreted from various perspectives, mainly as a theoretical concept and a political project. Recently, scholars have emphasized its interpretation as an ongoing process, termed neoliberalization. After examining its various implementation forms, the focus is now shifted to the connection between neoliberalization and education.

[bookmark: _Hlk144279421][bookmark: _Hlk144288972]Educational Research: Neoliberalization and Education 
[bookmark: _Hlk190450684]The principles and metrics of the market have been disseminated throughout society by ‘neoliberalism’ (Brown, 2015, p. 210). The field of education is no exception. This section will first examine the impact of neoliberal principles on the educational field, followed by an analysis of neoliberalization’s characteristics in educational governance. Finally, it will consider how neoliberal policies have been implemented and their effects on educational institutions.
The impact of neoliberal principles on education
I stressed earlier that the principles of ‘neoliberalism’ are aligned with the limited role of the state and the predominance of market forces in societal regulation. These principles are evident in the education sector as well, manifesting in the form of deregulation, marketization, and privatization of all public goods, including education (Brown, 2011, p. 30). 
The notion of education as a public good is increasingly difficult to defend in a neoliberal context, where market logic permeates nearly every sector. Neoliberalization, in essence, seeks to diminish the role of public goods, either by denying their existence or by advocating for their transformation into private goods (Brown, 2015, p. 210). 
[bookmark: _Hlk170259949]Nevertheless, it is not solely education that constitutes a public good; knowledge, as Joseph E. Stiglitz (1999) argues, should also be regarded as a universal public good. Knowledge, and therefore especially the higher educational institutions that produce it, are of paramount importance to the modern economy. This statement is particularly represented by the notion of knowledge-based economy, which, according to Bob Jessop (2013), is associated with: “the production, management, distribution and use of knowledge as a key driver of economic growth, wealth generation and job creation across the private, public and ‘third’ sectors” (p. 17). Neoliberalization and knowledge-based economization can be considered as “intertwined and strongly co-constituted” processes (Moisio, 2018, p. 159), since they promote a societal development, in which the outputs of (higher) education and knowledge will be the core of the economic growth. 
[bookmark: _Hlk144368751]Moreover, the neoliberal paradigm has an impact on the subjects within the field of education. The term “subject” is considered, as subiectum, meaning that an individual is subject to certain rules or structures and submits to them (Reckwitz, 2008, p. 14). In the context of neoliberal education, the subjects of this system (such as students, scholars, and pupils) are submissive to the established structures. Market principles become governing principles, which are applied by and to the state, but also through institutions such as schools. This enables the transfer of neoliberal principles to various subjects (Brown, 2019a, pp. 19–20). Notably, in the context of neoliberalization and knowledge-based economization, individuals are increasingly regarded as “economic resources, with potentials that can be cultivated, mobilized, and harnessed for profit” (Moisio, 2018, p. 160). Consequently, neoliberal subjects should view themselves “in an entrepreneurial, market-oriented, and 'post-national' manner” (ibid.) and as “a subject of competition and human capital enhancement” (Brown, 2019a, p. 20). Both knowledge-based economization and neoliberalization represent the values “of the entrepreneurialization of society and the self” (Moisio, 2018, p. 160). 
A more thorough examination of these principles and their effect on individuals involved in neoliberal education is warranted. Neoliberal rationality conceptualizes individuals as human capital, with education historically serving as a means to cultivate and enhance this capital (Slater & Seawright, 2018, pp. 373–374). There is a consensus among scholars regarding the instrumental role of neoliberalization in cultivating the homo oeconomicus, or “the ideal human capital subject” (ibid., p. 372). The mentality of an individual, who incorporates the values of homo oeconomicus is someone who “makes rationally calculated choices” in the educational market, securing limited resources and outperforming competitors for credentials within a fluid and uncertain job market (De Lissovoy et al., 2015, p. 46). This individual effectively mitigates personal risk by perceiving education as a tool for economic gain rather than a means for fostering democratic engagement (ibid.) or as an investment in human capital with the objective of increasing its value (Brown, 2015, p. 211).
Besides the homo oeconomicus, subjects of neoliberal education incorporate a specific “responsibilization of the self”, which is closely linked to moral values and encourages individuals to act as “moral agents” (Peters, 2016, p. 300). The term ‘responsibilization’ is generally used to describe the phenomenon of individuals being required to make choices about a wide range of issues throughout their lives (ibid.). In the context of neoliberalization, choice becomes a moral obligation, transferring responsibility from the state to individuals, who must apply economic and managerial strategies to their lives and take risks in investments, particularly in areas like education (ibid, p. 302).
This ‘responsibilization of the self’ in education means also an individualization principle, a significant principle of ‘neoliberalism’ (Harvey, 2006, p. 145), which can be connected also with the “individualisation of achievement” (Tett & Hamilton, 2019, p. 1). Within this framework, success is attributed to individual abilities and effort, while failure is framed as a personal shortcoming. This perspective shifts responsibility entirely onto individuals and shields the neoliberalized education system and the market from critique. As Ball (2012) notes, the implication is that if we do not succeed, we are to blame (ibid., p. 145). In this context, according to John Smyth (2017), ‘neoliberalism’ in universities creates a climate of fear, affecting students’ job prospects if they fail to secure admission to a top university. Academics face similar pressures, as failure to compete for research grants can jeopardize both their career advancement and job security (ibid., p. 14).
This competitive, self-responsibilizing environment is associated with excellence and social mobility through a meritocratic system. Education, particularly from a neoliberal perspective, is regarded as the pivotal factor in achieving social mobility, as it is perceived that success is not predetermined by socio-economic background, but rather is the result of individual effort (Sandel, 2020, pp. 85–89). In conclusion, ‘neoliberalism’ in education not only impacts institutional structures, but also transforms subjects into self-regulating economic agents, emphasizing personal accountability for success and failure within an increasingly market-driven educational framework. In this context, homo oeconomicus is a role model, who internalizes both the entrepreneurialization and the responsibilization of the self, including in the education sector. The ongoing adaptation and shaping of subjects in the education sector to neoliberal principles is indicative of their participation in the broader neoliberalization process.
[bookmark: _Hlk195723803][bookmark: _Hlk184590364]Neoliberalization and (global) educational governance
[bookmark: _Hlk191486325]The principles of ‘neoliberalism’ find expression in the domain of education through a range of policies that have been implemented on a global scale. These policies have been imposed not only by states, but also by actors operating beyond the national level. This section will focus on the educational governance and its connection with neoliberalization, as explained below. 
In essence, the concept of educational governance signifies the interweaving of educational science and educational politics (Langer, 2019, p. 26). In the German-speaking countries, educational governance has been predominantly associated with a research approach that accentuates the multi-level interactions of actors involved in the process of reforming education. This focus reflects the strong institutionalization of governance research in the German speaking countries, where it has become a central analytical framework for studying educational policy processes (Schrader et al., 2015, p. 15). Roman Langer (2019) exemplifies this approach by emphasizing the interconnection between educational governance and its roots, namely the neoliberal project of New Public Management (NPM). He argues that NPM–as a political project–and governance as a research approach–both originated from the same historical and political situation of the 1980s (ibid., p. 20). The political project of NPM is associated with neoliberal reforms, including privatization, liberalization, deregulation, tax cuts, and free markets (ibid., pp. 21–22). In the educational sector, NPM has been operationalized through the introduction of flexible employment contracts, clearly defined objectives, and a performance-oriented culture that emphasizes achieving specific results. This shift has contributed to the development of an input–output logic, resembling an economic production function (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 119). The following section argues that educational governance should be understood not only in relation to NPM, but also in the broader context of neoliberalization within the field of education. 
As previously noted, neoliberalization is a process that has been implemented on a global scale. This suggests that it exhibits characteristics of a hegemonic project with a universalistic character, raising the question of how such widespread influence is achieved, particularly in education. The adaption of educational governance as an analytical framework has broadened the focus on actors in the educational field beyond the national scale. Through this perspective, the range of actors in education systems now includes civil society organizations operating at international, regional, and global scales (Schrader et al., 2015, p. 6). In this context, focusing on the role of the international community is crucial for understanding the diffusion of neoliberal policies into national education systems. Organizations such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) shape national policies by promoting neoliberal agendas (Morgan & Volante, 2016). While Langer (2019) emphasizes that the neoliberal agenda of the World Bank is connected with the approach of ‘good governance’, particularly in regard to recommended policies for economic development in the Global South (ibid, pp. 21–22), Klees (2020) states that “no one has been more responsible for spreading the neoliberal education reform agenda to developing countries than the World Bank”, criticizing the institution's monopolistic role and its strategy of leveraging loans to enforce compliance with its neoliberal directives (ibid., p. 13). 
Additionally, researchers have highlighted also the role of network governance in educational research. Networks and the network governance are terms used from a critical view to neoliberal developments, referring to “private entities making massive profits at the expense of public assets” (Au & Ferrare, 2015, p. 10). In his research, Stephen Ball (2012) elucidates the role of networks in this context by examining the role of business philanthropy and think tanks in promoting neoliberal policies in the global education market, treating donations as “investments with good returns” (ibid., p. 141). These dynamics underscore how network governance serves as a key mechanism for advancing neoliberal agendas, shaping educational policies and practices on a global scale.
[bookmark: _Hlk191458944]Concurrently, it is intriguing to direct attention toward the mechanisms of international organizations that promote neoliberal policies within national education systems. In this context, metrics and technology play a pivotal role. The results-focused approach according to the neoliberal thinking has been exemplified by the introduction of novel technological techniques for assessing academic performance, including computer adaptive testing (CAT) and value-added metrics (VAM). These innovations reinforce the neoliberal orientation of the education sector (Slater & Seawright, 2018). The measurement and monitoring of quality in the educational sector constitute a NPM technique that was notably promoted by the OECD on the basis of international education surveys, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) (Morgan & Volante, 2016, p. 778). The role of studies and measurements of international organizations is so important in global governance that Sotiria Grek (2024) states that global governance is characterized by a “market of measurement”, according to which international organizations compete to promote their own measurements (ibid., p. 17). International organizations and their studies based on measurements, such as the PISA of OECD, wield a form of “soft power” that enables them to persuade states to adopt specific policies that can be classified as neoliberal (Volante & Fazio, 2016, p. 8). 
This section has demonstrated that educational governance is intertwined with the neoliberalization of the educational sector. A notable element of educational governance is its global dimension, as recommendations made by international organizations pertaining to neoliberal policies exert influence on national systems. However, this form of global governance contributes to a democratic deficit, as its recommendations originate from non-democratic structures such as international organizations and think tanks (Langer, 2019, p. 28), even in instances where national governments adopt them in the context of the soft power capabilities of international organizations. The neoliberalization of education reflects a broader trend in which decision-making authority shifts from national governments to international actors that operate with limited democratic accountability. This raises concerns about governance structures that shape education policies without direct public oversight. Finally, the lenses of educational governance prove instrumental in elucidating the critical interdependences between the national and regional, global and international levels in the educational field.

Neoliberal policies shaping educational institutions
[bookmark: _Hlk184591551][bookmark: _Hlk191407484]Following the analysis of the role of educational governance and its correlation with ‘neoliberalism’, the focus in this section will shift to the pivotal neoliberal educational policies that shape educational institutions.
A primary objective of neoliberal policies in educational field is to reform public education. Steven Klees (2020) posits that the weakening of the public education sector serves as a preliminary step toward privatization, culminating in overcrowded classrooms, inadequately trained teachers, a paucity of learning materials, and dilapidated facilities (ibid., p. 15). Privatization measures—such as user fees, charter schools, vouchers, and public-private partnerships—are then introduced as solutions to these issues, ultimately reinforcing the neoliberalization of schooling (ibid., pp. 14–15). 
[bookmark: _Hlk170260262][bookmark: _Hlk184592669]However, policies of neoliberalization in education does not always lead to privatization of educational institutions, but to their marketization (concerning universities, see Brown, 2011, p. 120). As Brown (2015) illustrates with reference to the case of the UCLA Business School, universities may even choose to forgo state financial support in order to enhance their flexibility, independence and competitiveness vis-à-vis other universities (p. 239). Generally, neoliberal reforms in higher education, are linked to individualized performance, accountability and control (Olssen, 2016, p. 143), but also to “marketization, managerialism, (...) entrepreneurialism, competitive individualism, rating and ranking performance, and internationalization” (Smyth, 2017, p. 56). 
Although the concepts of self-responsibilization, autonomy, and individual accountability have their origins in Enlightenment thought (Kant, 1999), ‘neoliberalism’ has endowed these ideas with particular emphasis and application in educational contexts, particularly in economic and competitive terms. In the EU the profile of the “independent, personalised learner and the innovative, creative researcher” has been particularly promoted with the introduction of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the European research Area (ERA), as objectives of the Bologna Process (Masschelein & Simons, 2018, p. 48, emphasis in orig.). Both are inspired by neoliberal principles of self-responsibilization and individualization and as Jan Masschelein and Maarten Simons add, students and researchers “have to understand themselves as entrepreneurs who invest, calculate, speculate, accumulate, and capitalise” (ibid, pp. 48–49). Similarly, the emphasis on performance has replaced the conventional professionalism of teachers and professors (Ball, 2016, p. 1052). In addition to the principle of performance, market choice and competition are fundamental principles of ‘neoliberalism’ (ibid., p. 1049), so self-responsibility can be linked to the pursuit of the best educational opportunities for labor market placement.
In the context of market choices, the ‘free’ school choice, as promoted by neoliberal reforms, is regarded as an “important value” that can assist impoverished families in identifying a suitable educational institution for their children (Blum, 2022, p. 262). However, scholars note that hierarchical differentiation in educational institution choices, such as the “tripartite system” in the US–private, suburban, and urban schooling–and the UK–private fee-paying schools, schools opted out of school district control, and working-class local council and authority schools–, deepens social divides (Hill et al., 2008, p. 118).
In summary, this section has demonstrated that neoliberal policies in education enhance market mechanisms and reduce the state’s role, aligning educational provision with the needs of capital. This shift promotes competition, choice, and profitability in the education sector; however, it frequently undermines the accessibility and equity of public education. The market-driven approach has transformed education into an entity driven by business logic and a commodified sector, significantly impacting the roles and behaviors of individuals within the education system.
[bookmark: _Hlk237280405]Concluding remarks 
In line with Peck (2023), this paper has argued that there is no complete ‘neoliberalism’ (p. 25), but rather a continuous process of implementing more neoliberal policies, namely neoliberalization. The non-death of ‘neoliberalism’ (Crouch, 2011) could be explained precisely by its procedural and adaptive identity.
Neoliberalization is predicated on the notion of the state's role in regulating markets to ensure their proper functioning. This includes the extension of market logic into traditionally non-market areas such as education. In the context of neoliberalization, education is increasingly commodified, transforming educational institutions and their subjects. It is imperative that both of these entities adapt a business-logic approach (see section 3).
Furthermore, I have highlighted that neoliberalization has, in certain instances, been imposed against the democratically expressed will of the population (see the aforementioned cases of Chile and Greece). Analogous democratic deficiencies emerge in the context of global educational governance (see the section Neoliberalization and (global) educational governance). The crux of this issue lies in the lack of democratic oversight in the decision-making processes within international organizations that exert significant influence on national education policies, even though it is ultimately national governments that approve these policies. 
Concurrently, the implementation of neoliberal policies in education poses further challenges. From the preceding analysis, two major issues emerge: the deepening of social inequalities and the erosion of education as a public good. The following discussion elaborates on these challenges and concludes with reflections on future developments of neoliberalization that educational research should consider.
A key challenge lies in the exacerbation of social inequalities. Neoliberal reforms in education often intensify rather than reduce social disparities. Researchers highlight how the hierarchical differentiation of educational institution choices deepens social divides (Hill et al., 2008, p. 118). The introduction of new technologies under neoliberalization also contributes to these inequalities in society by overlooking critical factors such as race, class and gender, thereby perpetuating structural educational inequalities (Slater & Seawright 2018, p. 382). Klees (2020) critiques the neoliberal narrative that education leads to economic growth and equality, pointing out that decades of such reforms have failed to deliver on these promises (p. 12). Even though meritocracy—an idea closely linked to neoliberalization—appears to offer fairness and opportunity especially in the educational field, it often amplifies inequality in practice. Merit in the educational field is not alone enough for more fairness and justice. As Michael J. Sandel (2020) points out, equality of opportunity is a necessary corrective to injustice but remains an insufficient foundation for a just society. Furthermore, the neoliberal emphasis on social mobility has the paradoxical effect of perpetuating inequality by reinforcing a system in which advancement is contingent upon pre-existing disparities (ibid., pp. 223–224).
Closely intertwined with this issue of inequality is the second major challenge: the erosion of education as a public good. Within neoliberal frameworks, education is increasingly redefined in market terms, reducing its collective and civic dimensions (Brown, 2019b, p. 545). Focusing on higher education, Masschelein and Simons (2018) emphasize the intrinsic value of knowledge and the collective engagement in learning, based on the Humboldtian approach to pedagogy (ibid., p. 53), which contrasts sharply with neoliberal ideals of individualism, competence and market-driven education. The authors contend that the increasing marketization of education undermines its public character and advocate for a transition from neoliberal “accountability” to “response-ability” (ibid., p. 55). They emphasize the necessity to resist the neoliberal transformation of education into a purely market-driven business and to preserve the public and collective character of education (ibid., p. 48). Nonetheless, this argument also entails a demand for subjects (i.e., students and faculty) to resist not only the transformation of institutions but also their own transformation. In other words, it involves rejecting the model of the homo oeconomicus and the accompanying ideology of self-responsibilization. Ultimately, this means challenging the entrepreneurialization of academic and student identities, reaffirming education as a shared human and civic endeavor. 
Finally, future research should examine how neoliberalization continues to evolve within national education systems. The Greek case offers an important context for examining how neoliberal reforms introduced during austerity continue to evolve beyond the austerity period. The recent introduction of Law 5094/2024 is a salient example of this. This legislative act has introduced a regulatory framework for the operation of non-profit branches of foreign universities. The law promotes not only a business-logic, but also a competition environment between the “non-profit” branches, which charge tuition fees, and the public universities in Greece. 
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