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Introduction 

In the field of education, the global convergence on neoliberal discourses 
that direct domestic reforms has been increasingly discussed in the last 
few decades from the viewpoint of different social sciences (including 

the political and educational science). The important part of these scientif-
ic debates are the studies of neoliberal governmentality,1 understood as the 
political philosophy of governance (Mitchell, 2006), which strategically 
use particular discourse and technology to steer society towards optimal 
market gains and profit. Its success lies in self-management, responsibili-
ty and calculative rationality/choices of individual actors. Neoliberalism 
is conceptualised not as standardized universal technology, but as the log-
ic of governing that migrates and interacts with situated circumstances 
and is selectively taken up in diverse political contexts (Mitchell, 2006; 
Ong, 2007; Wahlström and Sundberg, 2018).2 Within that framework, 
Europeanisation research attempts to determine how specific EU neolib-
eral governance structures and processes influence the development of na-
tional educational spaces (e.g. Dale and Robertson, 2012). 

Although each EU member state is characterised by country-spe-
cific peculiarities in the educational system, some clusters of countries 

1 According to Larner (2000) studies of neoliberalism can be divided into three distinct 
analytical categories: policy framework, ideology, governmentality.

2 Mitchell (2006) argues that neoliberalism is often cohabiting and/or overlapping with 
other regimes. She explains that the socio-democratic project and neoliberalism in the 
EU present “a complex mix of t̀hird-way’ type claims to fairness, social justice, social co-
hesion, and `open’ government, accompanied by a sharp institutional transition to a more 
market-driven logic”.
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share commonalities that can, to some extent, determine similarities in 
the manner by which they accept the EU (neoliberal) agenda. Researchers 
(e.g. Alexiadou and Lange, 2013) agree that from this perspective, new 
member states represent particularly interesting objects of investigation. 
Silova (2009: p. 295) argues that a special group of new member states, i.e. 
post-socialist member states, ‘‘share several educational characteristics, as 
reflected in a number of educational legacies inherited from the social-
ist regime and a proclaimed aspiration to embrace Western (neoliberal) 
educational values’’. Chankseliani and Silova (2018) report that despite 
commonalities between post-socialist states in the reception of the EU 
neoliberal agenda, “there is little evidence of educational convergence to-
wards neoliberal educational goals, when looking beyond policy rhetoric 
and digging deeper into local educational contexts”. By studying the re-
ception of the EU neoliberal agenda, in particular member state specific 
cultural tradition, state-society-economy relationship and political com-
petition should therefore be taken into consideration. Discursive insti-
tutionalism has been recognised (Schmidt, 2008) as a particularly prom-
ising theoretical approach for explaining Europeanization of education 
policy field (influence and reception of the EU neoliberal agenda and na-
tional policy changes). 

The article is positioned in the heart of neoliberalism discourse re-
search and fits into many identified research gaps in the field. Souto-Otero 
(2017) reports that “With respect to the provision of empirical data, it is 
neoliberalism as seen through the lens of governmentality that is most 
commonly under-researched”. The question of how neoliberal discourse 
becomes rearticulated in a specific national context and infiltrates into its 
educational system is commonly overlooked (Takayama, 2009) and most 
studies of neoliberal governmentality are generally abstracted from ac-
tually existing subject and spaces (Mitchell, 2006). Similarly, Alexiadou 
and Lange (2013) view the scope of impact of EU governance not only as 
being the most important for understanding its successful performance, 
but also being the most problematic due to lacking in depth information 
on whether, and how, its policy instruments are adopted and considered 
within (new) member states. Delanty and Rumford (2005) denote discur-
sive institutionalism in theorizing Europeanization as a very promising, 
but still neglected field.

The article aims to offer new insights into how EU (neoliberal) gov-
ernance has helped member states increasingly perceive themselves as be-
ing aligned with EU agendas in terms of which educational changes are 
important and necessary. By using discursive institutionalism approach, 
it sheds light on how using neoliberal discourses have contributed to new 
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modes of regulating educational policy, with real effects on policy and 
practice in national systems of education (Dale and Robertson, 2012). 
Here, the article does not examine neoliberal ideas and their value bases, 
origins, constructions and implications but is rather focused on commu-
nicative discourse through which ideas are translated to the national level 
(Alexiadou, 2016: p. 3; Schmidt, 2008). A case study on Slovenia is an in-
teresting endeavour because it helps us ascertain how EU neoliberal edu-
cational discourse is received at the national level and how these influence 
the transformation and development of the post-socialist educational sys-
tem (Silova, 2009). 

The article originates primarily from policy studies, which are rec-
ognised as important meso-level theories for explaining Europeanisation. 
It is qualitatively oriented and draws on theoretical and empirical evi-
dence. To address the research aim, we employ the following methods: 
(a) an analysis of relevant literature and secondary sources (a comprehen-
sive review of the academic literature on EU (neoliberal) governance), (b) 
an analysis of formal documents and legal sources at the EU and nation-
al levels (an analysis of Slovenian educational legislation, EU official doc-
uments in the field of educational policy, non-official documents, press 
releases), (f) questionnaire distribution [mailed questionnaires that were 
sent to Slovenian educational experts who are also active at the EU/inter-
national level (n = 22), educational policy makers (n = 8), and stakehold-
ers (headmasters) (n = 91)] (Štremfel, 2013).3 

The first section is a review of theoretical considerations and empir-
ical evidence on EU (neoliberal) educational governance as governance 
of goals, comparisons, problems/crisis and knowledge. In the second sec-
tion, we focus on theoretical considerations of discursive institutional-
ism and its implications for Europeanization research. The third section 
deals with empirical evidence regarding the reception of the EU neolib-
eral governance discourse in the Slovenian educational space. Finally, the 
main findings are synthesised to serve as an explanation of relative open-
ness of Slovenia towards EU neoliberal discourse and the implications of 
these insights for the understanding of the widening and deepening of the 
European educational space. 

European Neoliberal Educational Governance 
A number of authors (e.g. Walters and Haahr, 2005; Mitchell, 2006; Dale, 
2008; Lange and Alexiadou, 2010; Gunter et al., 2016) have confirmed 
that the EU governance in the field of education policies has deeply rooted 

3 We found questionnaires distributed for the purpose of the study (Štremfel, 2013) particu-
larly interesting for illustrating theoretical premises of this article.
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neoliberal premises and, as an instrument, reflects the ideas and mecha-
nisms of the new public management. The EU is thus involved in the defi-
nition, structuring, monitoring, as well the evaluation of education and 
through the use of “soft governance” tools such as goals, benchmarks, in-
dicators and international comparative achievement scales it coordinates 
the thinking and acting of EU member states, institutions and individu-
als (Nordin, 2014: p. 115).4 In scientific debates, summarized below, EU 
educational governance is presented as governance of goals, comparisons, 
problems/crisis and knowledge. 

Governance of Goals 
Quantitative measurements of progress of commonly agreed goals have 
become a central instrument for governing education in the EU and, at 
the same time, an important part of the normative discourse communi-
cating what course of action is considered desirable and persuading the 
actors to perform in a similar way. Indicators and benchmarks (also de-
veloped on the basis of the findings of international comparative assess-
ment studies) enable the assessment and comparison of the performance 
of member states in achieving common EU goals (governance of goals). 
Grek (2009) believes that within governance of goals, data and their man-
agement play a key role. Data enables governance through goal setting, 
whereby participant output is directed towards achieving goals. Upon 
publishing, these data serve as the instruments of encouragement and 
judgement of participants in terms of their output. They thus simultane-
ously represent the control of context and the autonomy of the actors op-
erating within the context in relation to how they will achieve their goals. 
This is a system of discipline based on the judgement and classification of 
participants in achieving (jointly defined) goals. 

Governance of Comparisons 
Knowledge about member state performance in achieving commonly 
agreed goals is almost always contextualised in relation to other systems. 
Comparisons (commonly shown as an international spectacle of achieve-
ment or underachievement on comparative achievement scales) strength-
en participants’ mutual responsibility for achieving common goals, legit-
imise political actions and thus create a new mode of governance. They 
mostly encompass a rationalistic approach to policy making, wherein (as-
sessed) participants are implicitly under pressure to arrive as close as pos-
sible to what is considered ‘the best’ in accordance with special criteria 

4 Ball (2015) denotes such measurement and monitoring tools as preferred techniques with-
in the normative ideal of neoliberalism.
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within a certain context of comparisons. In this regard, the leading as-
sumption is that the most efficient (rationalist approach) and the most 
suitable (constructivist approach) decisions are adopted on the basis of ob-
jective data (March and Olsen, 1998). International comparative achieve-
ment scales hence exert double pressure on EU member states [the sense of 
their own (un)competitiveness compared with the performance of other 
members states, the feeling of ineffectiveness resulting from (non)achieve-
ment of common goals] and direct them towards achieving the strategic 
goals of the EU (Alexiadou, 2007; Ioannidou, 2007). Some authors (e.g. 
Nóvoa and Yariv-Mashal, 2003) point out that in this respect, governance 
by comparison not only creates convergence (of goals and outcomes), but 
may also lead to uniformity in activity and thinking. Within the neolib-
eral philosophy, such competitive neutrality establishes relationships of ri-
valry as a means of increasing productivity, accountability and oversight. 

Governance of Problems/Crisis 
As far as transnational problem resolution is concerned, the governance 
of problems pertains to a situation wherein a group of countries recognise 
a common policy problem and unite their efforts in resolving this prob-
lem. Nóvoa (2002: p. 145) argues that the ‘expert discourses’ that emerge 
from the European Commission tend to homogenise ‘problems’ and ‘solu-
tions’ and create the illusion of a common agenda. When an EU member 
state perceives a policy-related problem based on its ranking on an inter-
national comparative achievement scale, the most efficient policy models 
for problem resolution have often already been developed at the EU lev-
el. Member state uncertainty, how to resolve the problem itself and the 
pressure of competitiveness can explain their receptiveness to apparently 
neutral external solutions. Under this approach, then, the EU governance 
is seen as a way of gradually solving national problems by shifting prob-
lem solving capacity from the national to the supranational level (see also 
Alexiadou, 2014: p. 128). 

Nordin (2014) points out that crisis discourse presents an important 
instrument of EU neoliberal educational governance.5 The crisis discourse 
has an epistemological approach coordinating ideas and exercising per-
suasive power to guide human thinking and action in a certain direction 
when communicated by powerful policy actors such as the EU. The crisis 

5 Nordin (2014) recognised the similarities between crisis discourse and risk society (Beck, 
1992). He argues that “While the risk society calculates possible risks in a distant and un-
known future, the crisis discourse calls for immediate action in response to a situation al-
ready known (at least for those powerful actors communicating the crisis), changing the 
time horizon for those involved in the policy-making process in a more reactive direction” 
(Nordin, 2014: pp. 122–123).
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discourse implies that action has to be taken urgently and immediately 
and that there is no option other than to act. According to Nordin (2014), 
it is especially evident in the EU documents from 2005 onwards, when 
EU realised its progress towards realizing Lisbon goals was very limited 
and from 2008 onwards, when global economic crisis emerged.6 The result 
shows that this normative discourse is becoming an important and pow-
erful instrument of the EU seeking public legitimacy for extensive (EU 
and national) reforms (Robertson, 2008; Nordin, 2014: p. 109). 

Governance of Knowledge 
As evident from the discussion above in all presented forms of governance 
– governance of goals, comparisons and problems/crisis, apparently objec-
tive expert data play a key role. Apple (2001: p. 413) points out the essen-
tial advantage of the neoliberal discourse is in its efforts for political strat-
egies to become neutral. When public policies and policy instruments 
are considered to be neutral, they turn into technical solutions to policy 
problems and are thus in lesser need of critical assessment or of being dis-
cussed by a wide circle of actors (Cort, 2010). With apparent neutrality 
(and the resulting emphasised role of experts and the expert knowledge), 
the EU neoliberal educational governance steers the member states to-
wards achieving political (economic oriented) goals. The neoliberal shift 
towards economic goals is not only a shift in terms of the content of edu-
cation, but also encompasses the entire ideology on how to steer society.

The neoliberal ideology as a means of steering society in the early 
stages of reinforcement of mutual cooperation in the field of education, 
was not only appealing for the EU because of the changes in the aim of ed-
ucation towards economic objectives (e.g. Holford and Mohorčič Špolar, 
2012), but has also proven highly suitable when the EU was entering a sen-
sitive policy field, where the member states had previously not been will-
ing to relinquish their political power. It seems that it was only neutrali-
ty of the neoliberal discourse that was able to persuade them into a more 
committed mutual cooperation. Although cooperation between member 
states in the field of education remains non-mandatory, the new mode of 
EU (neoliberal) governance instruments contain a number of drivers that 
steer member states towards acting in the agreed-upon direction. Haahr 

6 Schmidt (2008) recognizes the contribution of similar approaches – ideational institu-
tionalism (Hay, 2001); constructivist institutionalism (Hay, 2006) and strategic construc-
tivism (Jabko, 2006) – to this understanding. She justifies the added value of discursive 
institutionalism in terms of its focus on understanding discourse as interactive process. 
Since the main aim of this article is to explain the interactive process of translating neo-
liberal discourse from the EU to the national level, the article uses particularly discursive 
institutionalism as theoretical background.
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(2004: p.210) argues that neoliberal governance includes a touch of free-
dom, yet simultaneously also the appeal of its use. Jacobsson (2004) at-
tributes the secret behind it to a special combination of pressure it exerts 
and the actors’ initiative and desire for voluntary policy change that it 
triggers. What makes neoliberal ideology (and consequently EU neoliber-
al educational governance) influential is the absence of questioning, sur-
render to what is seen as the implacable and irreversible logic of social re-
ality (Bauman, 1999: p. 127). 

Europeanization Through the Lens of Discursive 
Institutionalism 
In theorizing EU influence of national policy, new institutionalist theo-
ries play an important role. The new institutionalisms (older new institu-
tionalism of rational choice, sociological institutionalism, historical in-
stitutionalism, and more recent new institutionalisms, such as discursive 
institutionalism and constructivist institutionalism) share the conviction 
that the social world and actors’ decision-making cannot be properly ex-
plained without taking into account the role of institutions in constitut-
ing the conditions under which actors make their moves and how they 
expect others to behave (Alasuutari, 2015: p. 164). ‘‘The emphasis in the 
new institutionalism is on how people actively construct meaning with-
in institutionalized settings through language and other symbolic rep-
resentations’’ (Meyer and Rowan, 2006: p. 6 in Nordin, 2014: p. 111). Yet 
there are significant differences between different new institutionalism 
approaches as to how they define the relationship between institutions 
and behaviour, and how they explain the origins of, and changes within, 
institutions (Alasuutari, 2015). Schmidt (2008) argues that the original 
versions of the three older new-institutionalisms tend to provide analyti-
cal ground for explaining continuity, but are less useful when we need to 
explain change. Discursive institutionalism therefore presents an attempt 
to generate more complex understandings on how structural constraints 
(particularly norms, values, world views, but also historical path depend-
ence) can interact with discursive and symbolic practices, ideational flow 
and the agents abilities to influence the institutions and the course of 
change (Schmidt, 2012: p. 708).7 Discourse as defined by Schmidt (2008), 
serves as a more generic term that encompasses not only the substantive 
content of ideas but also the interactive process by which ideas are con-
veyed to influence the action of policy actors. 

7 E.g. Brine (2006) reports that an important argument in these documents is that the low-
skilled population present high risk for knowledge-economy.
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According to Schmidt (2008), ideas differ in levels of generality – 
whether specific to policy, encompassing a wider program, or constitut-
ing an underlying philosophy – and types – such as cognitive and norma-
tive ideas. Specific policies present particular policy solutions proposed 
by policy makers for adoption. General programmes underpin policy ide-
as and may be cast as paradigms that reflect the underlying assumptions 
or organising principles orienting policy. They define “the problems to be 
solved by policies, the issues to be considered, the goals to be achieved, the 
norms, methods and instruments to be applied, and the objectives and 
ideals which all in all frame the more immediate policy ideas proposed as 
solutions for any given problem” (Schmidt, 2008: p. 307). Public philoso-
phies are background ideas, acting as underlying assumptions, which are 
rarely contested. The content of ideas and the pertaining ideational dis-
cursive activity is divided into cognitive and normative types (Schmidt, 
2008). Cognitive ideas serve to justify policies and programmes by speak-
ing to their interest-based logic and necessity. They provide recipes, guide-
lines and maps for political action and explain “what is and what to do”. 
Normative ideas attach values to political action and serve to legitimize 
the policies in a programme through reference to their appropriateness. 
They present how policies and programmes resonate with public philos-
ophies and provide answers to “what one ought to do” (Schmidt, 2008). 

As already introduced, discourse is a more overarching concept than 
ideas. It refers not just to what is said (ideas) but also to who said what to 
whom, where, when, how, and why (discursive interactions). The inter-
active process of discourse may exert a causal influence beyond what dis-
course does in representing ideas and serves not just to express one set of 
actors’ strategic interests (cognitive ideas) or values (normative ideas), but 
also to persuade others of the necessity and/or appropriateness of a giv-
en course of action (Schmidt, 2008). Discourse institutionalism distin-
guishes between two aspects of discursive interaction, coordinative and 
communicative. The coordinative interaction is related to formulating the 
content of ideas and sharing a set of cognitive and normative ideas of edu-
cation in epistemic communities. The communicative interaction present 
the interactive processes through which these ideas are presented, delib-
erated and legitimated as necessary and appropriate to the general public 
(Schmidt, 2008: p. 310). 

Although discursive institutionalism was already questioned from 
the viewpoint of its necessity to explain policy change [see Ball (2011; 
2012) and Schmidt (2012) for the response], many authors exposed its 
advantages in studying Europeanization of (education) policies (e.g. 
Schmidt and Radaelli, 2004; Wahlström and Sundberg, 2018). Ideas are 
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not geographically bound but evolve in the communication between ac-
tors at different levels of EU governance. Discursive institutionalism en-
ables the better understanding of the actual practices through which EU 
discourse is incorporated in national context by changing the beliefs and 
expectations of national actors, including the change of preferences and 
strategies (Alasuutari, 2015; Featherstone, 2003). Discursive institution-
alism therefore importantly contributes to an understanding of the com-
plex and interactive process of EU influence in the sensitive policy field, 
where member states formally maintain sovereignty over their education-
al systems. Due to a lack of EU legal power, normative discourses are cen-
tral to govern the field of education in the EU. Discursive power is used to 
persuade EU member states to coordinate their national policies and vol-
untary strive towards agreed performance (governance of goals and gov-
ernance of comparisons) and providing particular problematizations and 
proposed solutions (governance of problems/crisis) (Lange and Alexiadou, 
2010; Lawn, 2011; Nordin, 2014).

Alasuutari (2015) asks what the actual neoliberal discourses are and 
how they are implemented in practice. Alexiadou (2016), Nordin (2014) 
and Wahlström and Sundberg (2018) discussed concrete examples of ide-
as and discourses applied in EU neoliberal educational governance in the 
following way. The Lisbon Summit (European Council, 2000) made up of 
European educational actors formed a coordinative normative discourse 
of common interests and similar worldviews. The paradigmatic principle 
following on from these background ideas was mainly that EU member 
states need to cooperate more closely to cope with global competition. The 
underlying assumption was that rapid societal changes related to the con-
tinuous development of the knowledge-based economy highlighted the 
need for people to be able to respond quickly to structural changes in their 
working lives. Accordingly, each national education system must prepare 
its students to be competitive in a global knowledge economy. The cog-
nitive policy solution to this problem became lifelong learning and the 
key competencies concept (Wahlström and Sundberg, 2018). Through the 
working programmes Education and Training 2010 and 2020 (Council 
of the EU, 2002; 2009), these cognitive foregrounds of programmatic dis-
courses were shared with the member states through communicative dis-
course. In order to realize them at the EU level as a whole, the governance 
architecture was built on the idea of governing member states, organisa-
tions and individuals to act consistently in accordance with the common 
objectives (Nordin, 2014). Benchmarks and indicators (also based on data 
of international comparative studies) have been introduced for monitor-
ing progress. The data from international comparative assessment studies 
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have become an important indicator of national political and econom-
ic power (Wiseman, 2010). The belief occurred that the competitiveness 
of the economy and its position in the global marketplace will be increas-
ingly dependent on the level of employees’ knowledge and skills, where-
by it is assumed there is a connection between countries’ future econom-
ic performance and the current achievements of their school population. 
The presented discourse facilitates a deepening of the European coopera-
tion in the field of education towards what is preferred by the EU, while 
the member states have over the past few years – in the circumstances of 
the economic crisis – been following the EU more so than before, aiming 
to maintain their competitiveness within the knowledge-based economy 
(also see Tsarouhas, 2009).

According to Alexiadou (2016) and Schmidt (2008), both, coordina-
tive discourse, which present a neoliberal (economic oriented) content of 
education (e.g. knowledge-economy, human capital, competences, com-
petitiveness) and communicative discourse, which is based on neoliberal 
ideology on how to steer society (e.g. through goals, standards, transpar-
ency, accountability, evidence-based policy making), are equally impor-
tant. The latter covers the normative discourse about an appropriate insti-
tutional framework that enables a goal or idea to be achieved and a causal 
belief regarding how governance works and affects the achievement of 
goals. In the next section, we attempt to explain its reception on the case 
study of Slovenia. 

Insights from Slovenia
The educational system in present-day Slovenia is characterised by a long 
history.8 A turning point in its development occurred in the 1990s, follow-
ing Slovenia’s independence in 1991. Slovenia introduced new legislation 
that regulates the entire educational system, from pre-school to universi-
ty education (1993–1996). Since then, legislation that regulates the man-
agement, organisation and financing of education has undergone many 
changes. These changes relate to specific issues and have been, at least to a 
limited extent, subject to conformity with the requirements of Slovenia’s 
membership in the EU (Ministry of Education and Sport, 2007). The 
Slovenian White paper on education (1995) as well Slovenian research-
ers report that from Slovenia’s independence onwards, Europe has been 
seen as a very important reference in reforming the Slovenian education-
al system (Štrajn, 2004: pp. 51–54). Kodelja (2007: p. 40) claims that the 
reform of the Slovenian educational system took place in line with the 

8 According to Štremfel and Lajh (2012), the educational policy of Slovenia can be divided 
in four phases: imperialistic, supervised, sovereign and globalised.
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common European heritage of political, cultural and moral values. Pluško 
(2004: p. 62) adds that the entry of Slovenia in the EU helped the country 
clarify some conceptual questions about the educational system and artic-
ulate the direction of its future educational priorities. Barle Lakota (2005) 
finds that in these reform processes, the EU was presented almost with 
mythic expectations and without any critical views about it. 

Blokker (2005: p. 504) confirms the assumptions that in post-so-
cialist countries, the West has been unproblematically presented as the 
embodiment of progress, providing ‘the normative affirmation of the 
Western modernity project’. The openness towards EU (neoliberal) gov-
ernance mechanisms in these states thus can be explained by a desire to 
leave its eastern post-socialist past and become closer to the EU western 
values. Being left was not politically acceptable, presented with discourse 
of crisis and threat to international legitimacy. By focusing on the global, 
post-socialist states have constructed ways of reasoning that undermine 
divergent visions for education reforms and limit possibilities of imaging 
any alternative trajectories of post-socialist transformations (Silova, 2009; 
Chankseliani and Silova, 2018). “Although the emergence of Western 
neoliberal imaginaries is clearly visible in education policy narratives in 
many post socialist contexts, there are also multiple tensions, complexities 
and contradictions associated with the ongoing reconfigurations of edu-
cation purposes and values, as well as with their subsequent translations 
into education policy and practice” (Chankseliani and Silova, 2018: p. 19). 

In the following sections, we illustrate the reception of EU neoliber-
al educational governance in the Slovenian educational space. In line with 
the orientation of the article we focus on communicative discourse (the 
ways of steering national actors towards realizing EU (neoliberal) ideas). 

Governance of Goals 
In the study (Štremfel, 2013) 90% of policy makers and 88% of experts 
agree with the statement that short-, medium- and long-term EU goals 
and indicators measuring them are taken into consideration and thus 
play an important role in the development of Slovenian education policies 
and practices. It is even more interesting that only 45% of the stakehold-
ers said they were aware of long-, medium- and short-term EU goals, but 
79% of them agreed with the statement ‘I feel accountable for attaining 
these goals’.9 These findings correspond to the importance of individual 
accountability as an important mechanism of attaining commonly agreed 
goals in neoliberal governance. They also confirms that EU neoliberal 

9 91% of participating stakeholders agreed with the statement: “I feel responsible for results 
of Slovenia in international comparative assessment studies”.
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educational governance operates at a distance and with its latent pres-
sures, directs actors towards achieving common EU goals, often without 
consciously knowing about it (e.g. Haahr, 2004).

Governance of Comparisons 
The importance of international comparability of the Slovenian educa-
tional system is evident from the White Paper (2011: p. 25), indicating the 
following strategic goal: “At the state level, we have to clearly set and pave 
the way to the goal, that according to the quality of the presented knowl-
edge, Slovenian students rank in at least the top third of the achievements 
of the students of the developed countries.”

According to the observations of the participating actors (Štremfel, 
2013), experts in communicating the results of international comparative 
assessment studies in Slovenia mainly point out Slovenia’s ranking on in-
ternational comparative achievement scales and focus on the explanations 
of good or poor performance of the participating countries (by means of 
the findings of scientific and expert research conducted in the field of ed-
ucation). The emphasis on international comparability in the Slovenian 
educational space can be explained by a post-socialist state desire to be 
aligned with EU western values (Silova, 2009) as well as competitiveness 
of the states in global knowledge economy (Wiseman, 2010). 

Governance of Problems/Crisis 
Actors participating in the survey (Štremfel, 2013) completely agreed with 
the statement that response to the results of international comparative as-
sessment studies is more intensive, when Slovenia performs below the EU 
and OECD average. This is confirmed by the data that among seven iden-
tified EU strategic goals,10 a huge majority of participating actors (75% of 
policy makers, 46% of experts, 51% stakeholders) agreed that the most at-
tention in Slovenia is paid to improving reading literacy of students. As 
the main reason for paying such attention to this, they highlight the be-
low average results of Slovenia in PISA survey and consequently not at-
taining the particular EU goal.11 These findings confirm that any devi-
ation from the Western norms is recognized as a crisis, a danger and a 

10 Improving reading literacy of students, improving mathematical literacy of students, im-
proving science literacy of students, increasing participation of adults in lifelong learning, 
increasing the share of young population with completed upper-secondary education, re-
ducing early school leaving, increasing the number of graduates in math and science.

11 The study was performed in 2012, a year and a half after the launch of the PISA 2009 survey 
results, which for the first time since Slovenia’s participation in international comparative 
assessment studies revealed that the performance of Slovenian students is below the EU 
and OECD average.
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decline in post-socialist member states (Silova, 2012) and that the argu-
ments for the crisis gain momentum through the use of ‘soft governance’ 
practices built on comparative data (Grek and Lawn, 2009). 

Slovenian actors (policy makers and experts), according to the study 
(Štremfel, 2013), believe that results of international comparative assess-
ment studies allow the identification of national policy problems when 
it comes to Slovenia’s below-average results. However, Slovenian actors 
are not aware of the existence and influence of EU policy solutions to the 
identified national policy problems. The arguments about apparent neu-
trality of the neoliberal technologies, which turn into technical solutions 
to policy problems and are thus in lesser need of critical assessment (Cort, 
2010) could explain such situation. 

Governance of Knowledge 
Slovenian actors (policy makers, experts, headmasters) trust the objectivi-
ty and neutrality of experts and expert knowledge operated at the EU lev-
el. For example, 100% of policy makers, 96% of experts and 84% of stake-
holders participating in the study (Štremfel, 2013) responded that they 
trust in the expertise and objectivity of researchers and other experts in-
volved in the design and implementation of international comparative as-
sessment studies at the EU level. The Slovenian actors as well trust in ap-
propriate scientific background and methodological framework of these 
studies. The same is true for national experts, who are perceived as the 
most important actors in the transfer of EU agendas to the national ed-
ucational space. For example, 88% of policy makers, 91% of experts and 
96% of stakeholders participating in the study agreed that researchers and 
other experts are the most important actors in these processes. In this 
context, Porter (1995: p. 45) believes in considering whether ‘the numbers 
are accepted as valid’. The author also maintains that here, “technologies 
of trust” operate because of the role of experts in the construction of sta-
tistical indicators; the measures succeed by giving direction to the very ac-
tivities that are being measured. 

Regarding evidence-based education as an integral part of the glob-
al order, which is supported by the neoliberal agenda (Shahjahan, 2011: p. 
193) and EU educational governance (Cort, 2010), Slovenian actors agree 
that international (including EU) cooperation triggered the introduction 
and development of the concept in Slovenia. The White paper on educa-
tion (2011) states that one of Slovenia’s most important goals in the field 
of education today is the establishment of a culture of quality and assess-
ment, which is based on the concept of evidence-based policy, where the 
participation in international comparative assessment studies plays an 
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important role. However, 88% of policy makers and 96% of experts in the 
study (Štremfel, 2013) agreed that evidence-based education policymak-
ing is not well developed in Slovenian educational space (meaning that 
Slovenian education policies and practices are not based on expert data). 
Additionally, 63% of policy makers, 81% of experts and 84% of stakehold-
ers participating in the study agreed with the statement ‘International 
comparative assessment studies in Slovenia are often used for as an argu-
ment for politically motivated changes in the field of education’. In or-
der to overcome such shortcomings in the development and use of the 
evidence-based policy making in Slovenia, the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Sport (2017) has been establishing new comprehensive mod-
el for identifying and ensuring quality in the field of education. The new 
model, among other aims, plans to more systematically use the results of 
national research and international comparative assessment studies re-
sults in the development of Slovenian educational policies and practic-
es. These endeavours could be understood as a desire to enhance national 
trustworthiness of the system and the strengthening of its international 
legitimacy (Chankseliani and Silova, 2018). 

Conclusions 
This article has attempted to demonstrate the role the EU (neoliberal) dis-
course plays in the Europeanization of the (post-socialist) national edu-
cational space. From that purpose, the logic behind EU neoliberal edu-
cational governance has been introduced. The way it influences national 
educational spaces has been theoreticized by using a discursive institu-
tionalism approach. The reception of neoliberal discourse in Slovenia as a 
post-socialist EU member state has been explained by providing empirical 
examples and their theoretical underpinnings. 

Analysed data reveals the relative openness of Slovenia towards the 
EU (neoliberal) educational discourse. This have been explained by inter-
relation of various factors, including a) the design of EU neoliberal edu-
cational governance as governance of goals, comparisons, problems/cri-
sis; b) strong communicative and persuasive discourse (e.g. accountability, 
inevitability) used by European Commission for steering member states 
towards commonly agreed goals (coordinative discourse); c) the desire of 
Slovenia as new post-socialist state to comply with Western norms and d) 
national institutional context and specific institutional settings (as exter-
nal factors which created a receptive environment for new neoliberal ide-
as). As such, this article contributes a small but, in light of the lack of em-
pirical studies in the field, important understanding of the role neoliberal 
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discourse has in the deepening and widening of the European education-
al space in last two decades. 
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