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Forging a ‘neoliberal pedagogy’: The ‘enterprising 
education’ agenda in schools

Abstract
New Labour came to power with a stated commitment to ‘education, 
education, education’ and confirmed quickly that this commitment 
included a greater role for business in the modernization of state schools. 
One important, yet under-researched, element of direct business involve-
ment is in school pupils’ personal and academic development evident in 
the increasingly pervasive embedding of rhetoric and practices of ‘enter-
prising education’. This paper argues that this is an aspect of a ‘neoliberal 
pedagogy’. It explores the uncritical promotion of values of enterprise and 
entrepreneurship through approaches that lead to greater ‘frontline’ busi-
ness involvement in schools, helping to normalize free market values and 
‘neoliberal commonplaces’. These promote a particular perspective on the 
relationships between education, the labour market, the economy and 
social justice characteristic of New Labour/Third Way approaches not 
incompatible with that of the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition, 
nor the current rhetoric and policies of the SNP administration in Scot-
land. Thus, despite elements of residual national distinctiveness, ‘enter-
prising education’ and the promotion of business values ‘on the ground’ is 
a problematic, yet increasingly core function of state education in devel-
oping the ideological apparatus of neoliberalism across the UK.

Key words:    enterprising education, free market values, neoliberalism, 
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Introduction

New Labour’s early promise to be ‘on the side’ rather than ‘in the 
way’ of business is continuing to be fulfilled, not least in relation 
to the opening up of key public services to private involvement and 
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influence. How this has translated into unprecedented access to 
hitherto unavailable markets across the public sector has been well 
documented (see for example Monbiot, 2000; Mooney and Poole, 
2006). In the area of education, for example, the implementation of 
a tsunami of legislation and modernization initiatives from PFI/PPP 
to City Academies and Education Action Zones has demonstrated 
in sharp relief how advanced the embedding of business is and the 
extent to which the embrace of all things business-related is helping 
to create what Ball (2007) has characterized as the ‘totality’ of the 
fast-expanding, if unevenly experienced, ‘Education Services Indus-
try’. At all levels of government, this embedding is promoted as the 
dual opportunity for businesses to benefit from education, through 
access to profit and commitments to curricular responsiveness, and 
for education to secure the (uncritically accepted) positive advantages 
of business involvement. What is less well theorized, however, is the 
impact of less obvious forms of influence. These involve the promo-
tion of enterprise and the inculcation of enterprise values as a crucial 
element of contractual and pedagogic obligation. In essence, this is 
suggestive of emerging and increasingly pervasive neoliberal peda-
gogy where the ethos of state education is arguably being transformed 
to one of free market fundamentalism and the state school curriculum 
itself as a key site for the inculcation of crucial elements of ‘Third 
Way’ and pro-market ideology.

As contributions to this journal have consistently demonstrated 
over the last decade or so, the celebration of the market and critique of 
public services strongly associated with the Conservatives in the 1980s 
and 1990s was retained with New Labour in ways that have allowed for 
the development of ‘corporate-centred social policy’ (Farnsworth, 2006: 
820). Although this process is uneven in influence and impact, across 
the whole public sector partnerships with the private sector and corpo-
rate influence are encouraged and imposed. However, it is possible to 
illustrate that in one crucial sense such processes are farthest advanced 
in the sphere of state education. Here, not only is the project of busi-
ness involvement clearly demonstrated at a practical level (as seen in key 
policy developments), it is also proliferating at an important ideological 
level. Thus the state is able to work at promoting, glorifying and embed-
ding the values such as of ‘flexibility’, ‘self transformation’, ‘competitive-
ness’ and ‘market responsibility’ closely associated with neoliberalism 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2001; Davison et al., 2010) through plac-
ing enterprise at the heart of the curriculum in both practical content 
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and overarching ethos. What is also important is how this endeavour is 
fundamentally linked to key tenets of the Third Way and premised on 
New Labour’s core response to the global economy of the 21st century 
through the acceptance and promotion of the ideology of partnership, 
competitiveness and flexibility (McCafferty, 2004).

Some of the central elements of this underpinning ideological ‘tie-
in’ are outlined below, followed by a discussion of policy development 
and trajectory as well as the activities of business in respect of shaping 
the curriculum towards market imperatives. This helps to demonstrate 
how, as has been argued elsewhere, in terms of New Labour policy 
the ‘devil is in both the detail and in its ideological thrust’ (Smith 
and Morton, 2001; McCafferty and Mooney, 2010). Thus key policy 
developments specifically related to an overall ‘enterprising education’ 
agenda are considered in the context of England and Wales before ini-
tiatives in Scotland are considered in more detail. The case of the latter, 
being re-imagined as the ‘Carnegie Nation’ – fertile for the develop-
ment of a new economy based on the promotion of entrepreneurial val-
ues and for its apparent history of the success of its entrepreneurs like 
Andrew Carnegie and, latterly Tom Hunter, in the delivery of social 
justice – helps to demonstrate how this approach is developing apace 
across national and political boundaries.

Overall, the increasingly pervasive ‘enterprising education’ agenda 
amounts to an officially sanctioned blunting of potential critique of 
a market-driven, neoliberal economy from within and beyond edu-
cation. It serves to highlight some critical weaknesses in the state’s 
facilitating of new levels of business access to an education system that 
is undergoing the crucial processes of becoming a central element in 
re-enforcing a problematic set of values and of being re-fashioned as 
‘neoliberal pedagogy’.

From classroom to boardroom: Developing the 
‘enterprising education’ agenda

As noted earlier, in order to fully grasp the forging of ‘neoliberal peda-
gogy’ across the distinctive education systems in the UK, it is impor-
tant to unpack key, if somewhat under-researched developments and 
explore the ideological drives underpinning this process. A relationship 
with business and education had been sought since the beginning of the 
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20th century and from the mid century the promotion of links between 
schooling and work began to become fully developed. However, it is 
only in the 21st century that the relationship between education and 
business (reconfigured as ‘partnership’) is both practically and ideologi-
cally, promoted and glorified. In the last decade or so one of the ways that 
this has evolved is through an ‘enterprising education’ agenda – a shift 
towards embedding the values of enterprise, an ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ 
and a ‘can do’ attitude across the whole curriculum in the effort to cre-
ate a ‘Britain where every community celebrates and rewards enterprise’ 
(Brown quoted in HM Treasury, 2002a). Whilst this is connected, as 
before, with the provision of a ready supply of labour (Willis, 1977), 
in the past, outside of ‘work experience’ programmes, this occurred at a 
relative distance. More recent developments, however, ensure both the 
direct participation of business in everyday classroom experience and 
the open promotion of business interests and free market values.

Before looking at developments in respect of enterprise education 
specifically, it is important to re-iterate that concerns to link school 
learning and the economy (and thus employment) are as old as pub-
lic education itself. By the middle of the 20th century, for example, 
as Ainley (1990: 1) has pointed out, a fit was always sought between 
labour market division and the structure of state education. It is also 
worth noting that the further development of compulsory state educa-
tion as a key element of the post-war welfare state sought to respond 
fundamentally to Beveridge’s ‘Great Evil’ of ‘idleness’ alongside ‘igno-
rance’ as well as responding to a need to provide a workforce fit for 
the expanding post-war economy. In addition, political concerns over 
readiness for the world of work in the face of social and economic ‘trans-
formation’ can also be seen both in former Prime Minister Harold Wil-
son’s effort to relate to the ‘new times’ of the 1960s being constructed 
by the ‘white heat of the scientific revolution’ (The Guardian, 1963), 
presaging the contemporary embrace of the rhetoric of the ‘new’ econ-
omy, and in his successor James Callaghan’s infamous 1976 Ruskin 
College speech in which he laid bare his critique of state education’s 
lack of engagement with employer needs and failure to encourage the 
‘appropriate attitude’ in pupils (Ainley, 1990; Beckett, 2009).

Unsurprisingly, the Conservative governments of the 1980s and 
1990s continued in this vein through the education reforms of 1988 
and the creation of a National Curriculum seeking to impose a uni-
form set of compulsory subjects, examination framework and stand-
ards on schools in England and Wales which helped introduce the 
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marketization and the client–consumer shift (Ainley, 1990) that came 
to define public services, including education, under these govern-
ments. In addition, the focus on work and employability continued 
to develop through this time around core neoliberal values of com-
petition and the demands of the marketplace (rather than employers  
per se). There is, however, an important shift here in that this became 
no longer a case of ‘matching’ school leavers to ‘existing jobs’ since this 
corresponds with a period of severe labour market contraction. Hence 
we began to see the development of concerns for attitudes as well as 
skills; compliance (Beder et al., 2009: 113) as well as correspondence 
(Bowles and Gintis, 1976) and the emergence of a new focus on the 
values underpinning the ethos of state schools. This latter aspect con-
nects effectively to the values of enterprise and self reliance, so heav-
ily promoted in the Thatcher era that sought, rhetorically at least, to 
facilitate the numerical growth of small business entrepreneurs whilst 
relying on the entrepreneurial prowess of global financial capital. Such 
developments not only helped effect a shift beyond the steady supply 
of labour towards the development of a particular type of labour with a 
particular attitude, they also helped reinforce the hegemonic discourse 
of ‘public bad–private good’ thus furthering more deep-seated aims 
of the shifting from ‘rowing to steering in the public sector’ (Osborne 
and Gaebler, 1993: 316) and facilitating long-term business incursion.

The subsequent further promotion of this and of the ‘entrepre-
neurial spirit’ in Third Way thinking (Giddens, 1998) represents the 
emergence of the processes to refocus schools’ ethos on enterprising 
values that are increasingly pervading the curriculum and beyond. Of 
course, enterprise education is not a new phenomenon. There have been 
attempts by governments over the last three decades or so to develop 
pupils’ understanding of business priorities through some important 
external agencies like Young Enterprise, established in 1963 to ‘ena-
ble young people to develop skills and knowledge for business and 
enterprise through setting up and running their own company with 
the support of representatives from the business community’ (Young 
Enterprise, 2010) and Understanding Industry (now part of the Enter-
prise Education Trust) founded in 1977 by 3i, at the time Europe’s 
leading ‘venture capital company’ (Enterprise Education Trust, 2007), 
and through the official programmes of the Manpower Services Com-
mission, the Department for Education and Skills and, latterly, the 
Learning and Skills Council (Ainley, 1990; Davies, 2002). However, 
the idea of ‘enterprise’, in the past, has been viewed, perhaps correctly, 
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as merely involving the promotion of a philosophical ‘ideal’: connected 
to ‘a farrago of “hurrah” words like “creativity”, “initiative” and “leader-
ship”’ (Coffield cited in Ainley, 1990: 13). Now, though, the specific 
socio-economic and political circumstances of the early 21st century 
facilitate the greatest opportunity for the development of ‘enterprising 
education’, resulting in clear qualitative differences with the past. This 
time round it is about a long-term cultural shift that extends beyond the 
creation of ‘enterprising pupils’ and an ‘enterprising workforce’ towards 
the creation, ultimately, of a society of global entrepreneurial citizens.

One important aspect is how any focus on citizenship, alongside 
the rhetoric of the apparent promotion of a wider understanding of 
democratic structure and engagement with social, cultural and politi-
cal life beyond education (Deuchar, 2004), is now explicitly inextrica-
bly linked to the rhetoric of ‘economic awareness’:

I believe that teaching young people about the economy as part of 
citizenship education will help them to understand a key aspect of the 
way our society works, how we each contribute, and how it affects our 
everyday lives. (Wardlow quoted in Ofsted, 2008: 20)

Importantly, this change arguably demonstrates in sharp relief how 
compulsory citizenship education is being developed to help secure fur-
ther the acceptance of neoliberal ‘commonplaces’ (Bourdieu and Wac-
quant, 2001). Hence whilst in policy rhetoric at least citizenship is 
promoted, it is increasingly framed via the zealous promotion of rela-
tionships between businesses and schools and, as Sklair (2001: 150) has 
suggested, may ultimately translate into ‘global corporate citizenship’.

The refocusing of these relationships and assertion of ‘enterpris-
ing education’ can be seen, in particular, from 2001 onwards, with the 
Treasury-initiated review of enterprise and the economy in schools and 
further education colleges by the previous Deputy Governor of the Bank 
of England and former Chairman of the Financial Services Authority, 
Howard Davies. The Davies Review (2002) not only set in train a process 
of systematic scrutiny of the existence, strength and quality of schools–
business links in terms of relevance to both the practicalities of work 
preparedness and the development of enterprise skills, it also involved 
an analysis of how best to promote a better understanding of business in 
schools through enterprise education. Importantly, Davies found that ‘it 
is possible to define the attributes which contribute to an enterprising 
workforce’ (2002: 9) and the development of enterprising capabilities 
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in schools ‘can help weaken the link between economic uncertainty and 
social exclusion’ (2002: 15). Unsurprisingly, ‘building capacity’ through 
building partnerships between schools and businesses that gave pupils 
access to ‘meaningful enterprise experiences’ as well as work placements 
was recommended as critical to effectively respond to the opportunities 
of the 21st century economy and its labour market challenges. Key ele-
ments of this included the development of three strands of activity:

education about work and the way business functions . . . education for work 
concerned with improving the transition of young people to adult and 
working life . . . the development of particular qualities and attitudes 
young people need to succeed in employment . . . entrepreneurship, 
personal and social skills . . . flexibility, adaptability and self reliance . . . 
education through work . . . for example placements . . . work experience 
in business firms . . . mini-enterprise projects undertaken in partnership 
with employers, mentoring by business personnel . . . (Davies, 2002: 19, 
emphasis in original)

In addition, teachers could be professionally developed through work-
shadowing and business contact and workers in business could be like-
wise developed through their contact with school pupils and teachers. 
In short – a mutually beneficial experience for all concerned.

Overall, Davies suggested that significant investment of around 
£54 million annually from public funds would be needed, to be used, 
in the main, to meet the undisclosed costs of (private) brokerage (see 
below) though the ‘potential rewards [are] great’ (Davies, 2002: 10). 
Business, it was suggested could provide an additional £30 million, 
largely through staff time and placement activity. It was also to involve 
the development of a national policy framework (Davies, 2002) and 
the Review helped bring about key legislative changes for schools that 
are still in the process of being developed. One of the most important 
changes was that from 2004 schools have had to provide ten days of 
work-related and enterprise learning at key stages four and five (ages 
fifteen and sixteen).

Another important outcome was that Davies helped to coalesce 
and ossify government responses to the challenges of the 21st century 
economy around the ‘need’ to grow an ‘enterprise culture’ that in turn 
allowed for the emergence of a variety of ‘initiatives’, directed specifi-
cally at young people, to encourage them to realize their ‘entrepre-
neurial potential and “Make their Mark” . . . to get them excited about 
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the possibilities of starting up a business . . . and mark a step change in 
the creation of a more dynamic enterprise culture in our country’ (HM 
Treasury, 2004a). For example ‘National Enterprise Week’ in Novem-
ber 2004 (subsequently deemed ‘enterprise month’), saw a series of 
events to ‘showcase our entrepreneurial talent and inspire young peo-
ple in every region’ (HM Treasury, 2004a), and has been followed up 
by ‘road shows’, ‘national competitions’, ‘mentoring’ and ‘network-
ing events’ (HM Treasury, 2004a; Enterprise Education Trust, 2007). 
Arguably this type of activity also helps to provide a ‘showcase’ for 
what is presented as 21st century corporate philanthropy from busi-
nesses like Shell, the Daily Mail, Coca-Cola and Deutsche Bank (HM 
Treasury, 2004a; Enterprise Education Trust, 2007). This helps further 
re-enforce the notion that ‘solutions’ in public services are best deliv-
ered directly by business, arguably promoting still further what Allen 
and Ainley (2007) call the ‘businessification’ of education.

Unsurprisingly changes (both proposed and actual) since the Davies 
review have developed around these crucial ideas. Recent recommenda-
tions from the National Council for Educational Excellence (a ‘part-
nership’ of business leaders from companies such as Tesco and Merrill 
Lynch and education professionals) re-stated the crucial relationship 
between ‘a world class education . . . and . . . [competing] with ris-
ing economic powers and within the increasingly globalised market’ 
(2008: 3) whilst re-enforcing the role of partnership working and the 
importance of the development of entrepreneurial skills:

. . . business engagement with schools and colleges can deliver real 
and tangible benefits for all . . . by 2010 every primary and secondary 
school and college should have an effective relationship with business . . . 
enterprise activities [should] be embedded across the whole curriculum 
and the whole school culture. (Department for Children, Schools and 
Families/Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, 2008: 3)

Government announcements for funding in 2007/8 involved sums 
totalling £210 million with £180 million (over three years) for second-
aries in England that translated into approximately £17,000 annually 
for every school in England (BBC News, 2007; uBizee, 2009) available 
for enterprise education. Although enterprise funding is ‘ring-fenced’ 
and schools are entitled to deliver enterprise education themselves, 
this does represent a lucrative income stream for a growing number 
of ‘enterprise brokers’ in the shape of both private firms and privately 
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sponsored ‘charitable’ trusts. In essence, ‘buying in’ the delivery of 
enterprise education from external agencies is common and many ‘part-
nerships’ are developing. The programmes available and the number 
of school children they seem to be reaching on an annual basis that are 
detailed below are clear evidence of this.

Whilst there are gaps and residual unevenness in enterprise experi-
ence still, the endeavour to deliver a programme of embedding enter-
prise continues apace. For example, the recent announcement of a 
‘Framework to Support Economic Well Being’, aiming to provide ‘the 
career, work-related and enterprise education [that] is essential to the 
preparation of young people for the transition to adulthood . . . provid-
ing the connection between learning and earning’ and help eleven to 
nineteen year olds develop enterprising skills ‘which help young people 
become independent enquirers, creative thinkers, reflective thinkers, 
team workers, self managers and effective participators’ (Qualifications 
and Curriculum Authority, 2008: 1) further demonstrates this. Over-
all this means special access to funding and to schools and the direct 
involvement of business, which helps to forge the ‘neoliberal pedagogy’ 
that can help deliver in both practical and ideological terms.

Enterprising education and the promotion of New Labour’s 
neoliberal values

Evidently the ‘enterprising education’ agenda has increasingly become 
central to the schools curriculum. This in turn serves to also demon-
strate enterprise education’s role in the endeavour to ensure the over-
all acceptance and the longer term embrace of the importance of the 
market and core aspects of Third Way neoliberalism. Notably, Blair 
alluded early on to its long-term economic importance:

In a world of  rapid change, entrepreneurship will become a core skill 
which all our young people will need to exploit the opportunities 
emerging from science and technology, culture and communications. 
(Blair, 1998: 10)

This can be seen as an early indicator of how privileged ideas were 
to be communicated to young people. But there is little indication 
here, however, of the crucial role of the enterprise education agenda in 
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respect of important aspects of the New Labour milieu and the ultimate 
development of a neoliberal pedagogy, not least in respect of its overall 
relationship with business.

Significantly, the move to ‘enterprising education’ also serves to 
justify and breathe life into key elements of New Labour ideology and 
its apparent practical virtues. Important in this respect, is the long-
term concern to ‘marry’ economic efficiency and social justice – as 
embodied in public services (Blair, 2001) – central to New Labour 
rhetoric from its inception. Connecting the two has always been seen 
not only as desirable but also as a vital aspect of the ongoing struggle 
to respond to the perceived demands of a ‘new’, supposedly constantly 
changing, global economy in the 21st century. This has facilitated 
the development of the uncritical belief in the inherent advantages 
of business involvement at the heart of New Labour’s approach to 
policy. Crucially, enterprise education has been evolving as a key site 
where this belief is continually endorsed, not just in respect of the 
frontline delivery of public services through ‘opening up’ access to 
private interests, but in terms of the overarching ethos of education 
as well.

The endeavour to strike a new balance, create a new consensus 
around the key ideological notion of a happy marriage between eco-
nomic efficiency and social justice is also served well in and through the 
enterprising education agenda:

For fifty years there was . . . a sterile and self-defeating battle for territory 
between supporters of enterprise pitted against supporters of fairness. 
And a view that policies for enterprise and fairness were at odds . . . that 
an enterprising Britain was bound to be a more unfair Britain or that a 
fair Britain was bound to be less enterprising . . . One of my missions is 
that our country break away from these old self-defeating stereotypes . 
. . enterprise and fairness are not mutually irreconcilable opposites but 
depend upon each other . . . (Brown quoted in HM Treasury, 2002b; see 
also HM Treasury, 2004b)

Indeed much of the rhetoric of the benefits of taking an enterprising 
approach concerns ensuring an appreciation of business interests and 
the acceptance that relationships with business are mutually beneficial 
at all levels. This works at developing a closer fit between education 
and business demands.

In addition, however, in the context of this promotion of the ‘mutual 
interests’ and dual benefits of close partnership, it also works to lay the 
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ground work for the universal acceptance of the key neoliberal values 
of the ‘competitiveness’ and ‘flexibility’ that will help shape pupils’ 
post-school lives. Hence ‘partnership’, which is ultimately imposed in 
the enterprising education model rather than suggested, is premised on 
a uniformity of interests as well as a union of ‘equals’. Yet across the 
whole public sector the ‘privileging’ of business interests is clearly in 
evidence. Overall, any sense of partnership in enterprise education is 
about: ‘persuading young people to view the world through the eyes 
of employers and to accept that what is good for employers is good 
for them’ (Beder et al., 2009: 153) and the contemporary ‘embedding 
agenda’ pushes this further.

In respect of ‘flexibility’, enterprising education alerts school pupils 
to the ‘harsh realities of business’ and, unsurprisingly, the need to be 
able to respond to the demands of the ‘lean and mean’ (Harrison, 1997: 
220) labour market of the neoliberal era. Thus the calls to use a focus 
on enterprising education to prepare pupils to ‘manage more flex-
ible careers and understand and manage risk’ (Davies, 2002: 9) can 
be viewed as a key strategy to promote the acceptance of the ‘state- 
sanctioned dispensability’ (McCafferty, 2004) and ‘flexploitation’ (Gray, 
1995) that 21st century ‘flexibility’ represents. This, in turn, can be 
linked to the ideology of competitiveness and for 21st century school 
leavers to be an eager and well-skilled future member of the workforce 
is not enough. They must comprehensively understand that learning 
for work and personal fulfilment are not separate (CBI in HM Treas-
ury, 2002a), be fully aware of the need to display positive attitudes to 
business demands, be prepared to ‘take risks’, be ‘dynamic’ and pos-
sess the ‘drive to make ideas happen’ (Teachernet, 2005) – lest they 
be uncompetitive. Also important, of course, alongside this promotion 
of ‘individual competitiveness’, are the ways that schools are forced to 
compete with each other to gain access to crucial funding streams and 
to lucrative partnership arrangements.

What all of this demonstrates is the development of a specific, 
focused yet pervasive solution. So, with enterprising education we have 
the development of both ‘soft skills’ and now, importantly, what Jes-
sop (cited in Ball, 2007) has termed ‘meta capacities’ seen as crucial 
to improving employability, especially in respect of pupils from ‘dis-
advantaged areas’ (Brown quoted in HM Treasury, 2002a). In practi-
cal terms this is presented as a way of reducing the number of young 
people ‘not in education, employment or training’ (NEET) (Depart-
ment for Children, Schools and Families/Department for Innovation, 
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Universities and Skills, 2008: 9). However, wider ideological aims are 
also being served.

In this respect, the seemingly innocuous processes associated with 
enterprising education; the incursion and direct influence on classroom 
experience of business representatives as well as the promotion of entre-
preneurial values serve an alternative purpose. It can be suggested that 
the ‘enterprising education’ agenda has the clear potential to help fur-
ther the neoliberal causes of the corporatization of education and the 
general acceptance of the ‘untrammelled and uninhibited pursuit and 
possession of wealth’ (Beder, 2006: 46). Thus as long as:

Political regimes under the influence of neo-liberalism do not need 
secret police to contain serious dissent: they can do it much more 
efficiently, effectively and unobtrusively through ‘market discipline’ . . .  
And it all seems so natural. (Wall 2002, cited in Beckmann and Cooper, 
2004: 10)

Enterprising education is best placed to perform this role, in respect 
of the next generation. Its implicit promotion and, indeed celebration, 
of free market, neoliberal capitalism, can work in the longer term to 
ensure the ‘pervasive, polymorphic and insidious’ (Ball, 2007: 30) dis-
course of privatization is accepted and normalized, or perhaps, ulti-
mately venerated. What is certainly the case is that neoliberalism is 
underpinned by the view that the social and the economic not only are 
intrinsically connected but that the former is fully dependent on a par-
ticular version of the latter. Enterprising education centrally works to 
ensure an acceptance overall that ‘social and moral action is determined 
by what works for the market’ (Hyslop-Margison and Sears, 2006: 11). 
Of course that this happens alongside other policy developments like 
PPP and City Academies serves to re-enforce the potential impact of 
enterprising education and the two become self re-enforcing in the lon-
ger term. Hence it is possible to suggest that:

. . . for younger students who have lived ‘inside’ this worldview their 
entire lives, their ability to even imagine a different social structure is 
barely perceptible. (Hyslop-Margison and Sears, 2006: 11)

Whilst this may appear a deterministic perspective and suggestive 
that students (and teachers, for that matter) have no agency, the 
point is to remain alert to the possibility of increasing structural 



 M C C A F F E R T Y — A  ‘ N E O L I B E R A L  P E D A G O G Y ’  553

influences that create obligations of this nature and shape thinking. In 
addition the promotion of particular values takes place in the context 
of arguably excessive branding, corporate ‘tie-ins’ (like supermarket 
voucher schemes and sponsored ‘enterprise challenges’) and a lack 
of demarcation for children between education, entertainment and 
advertising (Kenway and Bullen, 2001).

From plc to primary school: The role of business in 
education

Of course, it is important to recognize that the development of pol-
icy and its ideological underpinning does not occur in a vacuum and 
business activity over many decades has played a crucial role in how 
approaches have developed. However, it is not possible here to fully 
discuss the incursion of business in education and fully outline con-
certed efforts to influence the curriculum and underpinning ethos of 
state education (see Beder, 2006; Beder et al., 2009 for a comprehen-
sive review). Furthermore, the main aim of this article is to outline how 
key changes in respect of both ethos and policy concerning enterprise 
education in particular are currently serving to bring about neolib-
eral pedagogy. What is becoming clear is that embedding enterprise 
values and openly involving business, now in respect of key govern-
ment demands to create a long-term cultural and economic shift, have 
evolved in line with some important business demands relating to how 
the curriculum should be shaped.

There are many examples to draw on in respect of what business 
expects and, in particular, its frustration at a lack of progress in improv-
ing post-16 education rates and a lack of skills development over many 
decades. Indeed in the government commissioned Leitch Review of Skills 
(HM Treasury, 2006), Lord Leitch declared that the UK was ‘on track 
to achieve undistinguished mediocrity’ (BBC News, 2006) and that eco-
nomic growth depended on improvements in work-related education 
and adopting ‘economically valuable skills [as] our mantra’ (HM Trea-
sury, 2006: 7) that are both ‘adaptable’ and ‘demand-led’. In addition, 
government education adviser and Tesco Chief Executive, Terry Leahy, 
bemoaned ‘woefully low’ standards in schools and argued that employ-
ers were left to ‘pick up the pieces’ (BBC News, 2009). Unsurprisingly 
integrating enterprise is seen as being able to perform a crucial role 
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where, firstly, it helps to bring an ‘end to the false dichotomy between 
enterprise related learning and other learning’ (CBI quoted in HM Trea-
sury, 2002a). It is clear too that business is fully involved in the drive 
towards embedding:

. . . enterprise should not just be an ‘add-on’ to the school curriculum 
or a form of  business studies. Enterprise should be at the heart of  the 
school curriculum, running across academic subjects for all age groups. 
(CBI, 2005: 2)

Also in evidence is the discursive exchange between this sort of outlook 
and wider ideological concerns. The question of partnership and the idea 
that ‘close working between teachers, business and pupils can deliver 
an understanding of the realities of business’ is always to the fore as is 
competitiveness which is what business sees as central to 21st century 
pedagogy to ‘enable the enterprise revolution’ (CBI, 2005: 1–5):

Children are becoming increasingly insulated from competition . . . 
Educating children about risk, getting them to understand, embrace and 
exploit it is crucial because risk and dealing with losing are inevitable 
parts of  dealing with life . . . Initiatives are irrelevant if  children are 
insulated from competition. (CBI, 2005: 5, 1)

One further crucial aspect of the shift towards ‘enterprising’ educa-
tion, concerns the plethora of ‘providers’ flourishing in the context of 
policy shifts. First among these are the ‘charitable’ trusts with decades 
of experience in promoting enterprise such as Young Enterprise with 
over one million young people participating in programmes since 
1963 (Young Enterprise, 2010) and the Enterprise Education Trust. 
Such ‘older’ institutions are clearly reinvigorated by the endeavour to 
‘embed’ enterprise to the extent that the former now claims able to 
reach over three hundred thousand young people annually.

Tellingly in the context of this discussion, organizations that pro-
mote enterprise are supported by and have the patronage of some of the 
world’s most important multinational concerns. In the case of the Enter-
prise Education Trust, for example, whose programmes reach more than 
ninety thousand fourteen to nineteen year olds annually, Coca-Cola, Brit-
ish Nuclear Group and PricewaterhouseCoopers are amongst their corpo-
rate members and a large proportion of their support comes from global 
concerns such as News International and GlaxoSmithKline (Enterprise 
Education Trust, 2007). In fact the Trust has ‘more than eighteen hun-
dred business managers going into schools’ (Business Dynamics, 2010).
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Also well-placed to take advantage of the increasingly sympathetic 
context is the number of private companies whose business is to ‘sell’ 
an enterprising education to schools. Indeed further consideration of 
Davies’ report presents us with the opportunity for ‘crude’ comparison. 
For example, the summary of formal ‘policy sponsors’, the nature of 
delivery and the agencies involved between 1963 and 2001 demon-
strate the central role of government (in various guises) with support 
from organizations like Young Enterprise, the TUC and the CBI and a 
few individual businesses, largely focused on work experience (Davies, 
2002: 63–5). More recently however, a plethora of private, business-
backed agencies, networks and federations (for example Bright Futures/
World of Enterprise; Creative Learning Events; Changemakers; Enter-
prise UK; Equipped4enterprise; No Limits Education Ltd; National 
Federation of Enterprise Agencies; and the US-founded National Fed-
eration for Teaching Entrepreneurship) have turned their attention 
to working to ‘inspire young people to transform their lives, through 
developing entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviour’ (National Federa-
tion for Teaching Entrepreneurship, 2010) and  shaping ‘attitudes to 
wealth creation . . . [stimulating] entrepreneurial thinking amongst 
young people and [providing] teachers with resources and information 
to develop their students’ understanding of business’ (Enterprise Edu-
cation Trust, 2010) (see also Beder et al., 2009).

This is an important development that needs to be explored fur-
ther in the context of the dominant notion of benign, altruistic and 
mutually beneficial partnerships. Clearly this is a particular version 
of partnership that again provides access to the increasingly lucrative 
enterprising education market and, as Farnsworth (2004) has argued, 
to future consumers via direct and potentially pervasive contact rather 
than any sense of altruism. Facilitating brokerage is to be at the centre 
of the government’s approach to developing its agenda (Davies, 2002). 
So, whilst in official and business versions of enterprising education 
engagement is presented as thorough concern for skills development, 
employability and creating opportunity, especially for young people in 
disadvantaged communities, it is also about selling pedagogic ‘product’ 
and, especially, a particular version of the economy.

‘Carnegie Nation’: Enterprising education in Scotland

Overall then ‘enterprising education’ is emerging as a crucial site for 
understanding the nuances of developments in education that link to 
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business involvement as a whole. It is also possible to present further  
evidence where, despite distinctiveness, we can see this being re-enforced. 
Scotland can be considered a distinctive, critical case especially in the 
context of its re-imagining as an especially ‘entrepreneurial place’ over 
the last decade or so. Hence ‘enterprise’ and subsequently ‘enterprise 
in education’ has taken on a special significance in the arena of Scot-
tish devolution. Importantly, as Raco (2002a, 2002b) has argued, the 
prospect of devolution helped create both the scope and the necessity 
for official engagement with the business community. Scotland could 
undergo the transformation into a dynamic entrepreneurial economy, 
through an apparent mobilization of business in the service of both 
devolution and the delivery of social justice (just as New Labour had 
nationally) and shift the assumed ‘socially oriented’ and hence ‘cultur-
ally less entrepreneurial’, civic Scotland orientation of the parliament 
that had arguably been central to its creation. This involved the con-
struction of supposedly Scottish values and the redefinition of the rejec-
tion of Thatcherism’s New Right ideology in Scotland that was well 
demonstrated in the rhetoric of New Labour at the time:

What [Scots] found most unacceptable about Thatcherite Britain was 
not its commitment to enterprise – that would indeed have been strange 
in the country of  James Watt and Andrew Carnegie – but its lack of  
commitment to social justice. (Brown and Alexander, 1998)

Thus the vision for ‘new’ Scotland drew quite explicitly on two central 
discourses of an imagined past and future for Scotland – entrepreneurial 
and socially just Scotland – linking individual endeavour to the com-
mon good (again as with New Labour nationally):

The new spirit of  enterprise in Scotland . . . a nation where successful 
enterprise and social justice can go hand in hand . . . [where] politicians 
and public servants can support the wealth creation of  Scottish industry 
and commerce . . . (McConnell, 1999)

This is an important context in respect of how the clear political 
momentum behind the ‘enterprising education’ agenda developed 
there and how this translated into subsequent policy. Significantly, 
although education privatization has been uneven and some of the more 
controversial elements like City Academies have not been introduced 
in Scotland, it is the case that the curricular embeddedness of enter-
prise education seems further advanced in the ‘Carnegie Nation’ than 
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elsewhere in the UK. This is not to suggest that overall this is a new 
phenomenon in Scotland and, as with the rest of the UK, enterprise 
education activities existed earlier in a variety of forms. Yet, unsur-
prisingly perhaps, it was the 1999 election of a New Labour–Liberal 
Democrat Scottish Executive, supportive of the promotion of the enter-
prise education agenda and the beneficial role of business involvement 
in schools, that placed both on a firmer footing within education policy 
and in terms of pupils’ experience.

The first key initiative was the 2001 launch of the £5 million 
Schools Enterprise Programme, jointly funded by the Scottish Execu-
tive and private companies. This put in place the ‘right’ to two ‘quality’ 
enterprise experiences in school annually as well as a system of support 
for schools in relation to enterprise education activities including the 
appointment of Enterprise Education Support Officers in all of Scot-
land’s thirty-two local authorities (Scottish Executive, 2001). This was 
followed by the Scottish Executive’s 2002 systematic review of the role 
of enterprise in schools that also involved the examination of the role 
of education in respect of young people’s preparedness for work in the 
context of official concerns for long-term economic success.

In the subsequent report Determined to Succeed (Scottish Executive, 
2002) and in official responses to the review’s key recommendations we 
get a clear sense of official expectation of a new emphasis on enterprise: 
the development of enterprising attitudes through learning and teach-
ing across the whole curriculum; full, ‘hands on’ participation in enter-
prise and ‘explicitly entrepreneurial activities’; experience to develop 
understanding of the world of work in all its diversity. Importantly, the 
drive to encourage the values of enterprise through teaching that was 
embodied in the first, and subsequent, initiatives under the Determined 
to Succeed banner (partly funded by the Hunter Foundation), including 
an obligation on schools to create partnerships with a set number of 
businesses, fully demonstrates the readiness of the New Labour–Liberal 
Democrat Executive to uncritically embrace ‘all things enterprise’ in 
schools during its time in office.

The overall discursive framework of ‘enterprising education’ in 
Scottish schools is one that serves to promote the general acceptance of 
the belief that shifting away from ‘teaching enterprise as a subject, per se’ 
towards being ‘enterprising in a way that contextualises learning, that 
involves employers, wherever possible, and makes learning relevant in 
the context of the world of work and today’s global environment’ (Scot-
tish Executive, 2007: 12) – just as business representatives desire –is 
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a win–win situation. Despite Scotland’s official lack of embrace and 
implementation of much of New Labour’s neoliberal privatization 
agenda for education noted earlier, its obvious ideological and finan-
cial commitment to enterprising education – in excess of £80 million 
between 2003 and 2008 – demonstrates the faith in and success of 
embedding and glorifying enterprise values across the whole curricu-
lum as does the fact that it is the only ‘ring-fenced funding stream 
in the whole of the education and lifelong learning policy portfolio’ 
(Scottish Government, 2008: 4).

What is also significant is the continuation of this distinctive 
approach since the election of a Scottish Nationalist government in 
2007. From the outset, it has been made clear that it too would be 
marshalling the values of enterprise to grow the Scottish economy, cre-
ating, in the process, a ‘Celtic Lion’ that could take its rightful place 
in the global economy (Scottish Government, 2007; see Mooney et al., 
2008). That this has to be linked to the nurturing of a new generation 
of successful school pupils who are fit, able, and willing to rise to the 
challenges of business has also been made clear. Indeed Scottish Gov-
ernment thinking on ‘learning, skills and well-being’ is focused around 
the aim to ‘stimulate the future generation of entrepreneurs in Scotland 
through building the ambition, creativity and enterprise awareness of 
our school children’ (Scottish Government, 2007: 24).

More recently, the same Scottish Government outlined a further 
extension to Determined to Succeed so that between 2008 and 2011 the 
opportunities and benefits of enterprising education are to be introduced 
into pre-school, early years’ education and youth prisons (Scottish Gov-
ernment, 2008) via the embedding of market values and a business out-
look across all programmes of activity. Clearly, whatever claims are made 
in respect of policy distinction under the devolution settlement or in 
relation to claims of two arguably very different political ideologies, the 
enterprising education agenda appears to unify at a national, political, 
economic and cultural level. This is crucial to our understanding of the 
potential reach and impact of a developing ‘neoliberal pedagogy’ that is 
starting to emerge in both rhetoric and policy initiatives, albeit unevenly.

Concluding comments

Clearly there are many issues that it is not possible to explore here. 
However, what can be readily understood is, whilst the processes 
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are uneven and their impact not yet fully analysed, how education 
is being remade through corporate influence (Ball, 2007) in and 
through a ‘discourse of entrepreneurialism’ that works very much 
with the grain of wider privatization. Thus in terms of everyday 
school life in the UK, there are novel and still-emerging ways in 
which business–school links are being redrawn though it is clear the 
new vigour with which enterprising education is being pursued is 
serving to confirm that:

Generally speaking, [within this new episteme] education is increasingly, 
indeed perhaps almost exclusively, spoken of  within policy in terms 
of  its economic value and its contribution to international market 
competitiveness. (Ball, 2007: 185)

In addition when we think about market saturation in respect of 
education we do not readily think of the role of enterprise, the pro-
motion of business values or a move to ‘enterprising education’ as 
necessarily influential nor problematic. Indeed the role of schools 
as providers of models for working life is nothing new and this can 
be viewed as the latest version of this. What I have tried to demon-
strate here is that there are government efforts to embed enterpris-
ing values across the whole curriculum supported rhetorically and 
financially by both businesses and governments across political and 
national boundaries. I have tried to suggest that this is problematic 
and that in the context of wider developments this is ultimately 
bringing to life the possibility of a ‘neoliberal pedagogy’ that needs 
to be at the forefront of critical analyses of education and wider public 
sector modernization.
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