
74 |  Neoliberalism and the Degradation of Education

Why Do Governments Adopt Neoliberal 
Education Policies? Critical Theory 
on Policy Movement in the Context of 
Contemporary Reform in Mexico

Paul Bocking1

ABSTRACT: Both the fields of critical human geography and comparative education 
have developed substantial thinking on the spread of neoliberal public policy across 
national and subnational boundaries. Key means for explaining policy transfer include 
external advocacy from powerful transnational authorities such as the World Bank and 
the OECD, ideological influence in the form of think tanks, and domestic structural-
institutional pressures in the form of the interests of national business elites. The rela-
tive strength of opposition groups such as teachers’ unions and pro-public education 
organizations is a significant counterbalancing factor. In this paper I investigate the 
relative weight of each factor behind education policy development in the context of 
Mexico’s contemporary adoption of neoliberal ‘education quality’ reform. I focus on 
the so-called ‘Alliance for Quality Education’ enacted in 2008 under the 2006-2012 
Calderon administration, subsequently amended into the constitution under the 2012-
2016 government of Enrique Peña Nieto. These measures include among others, the 
tying of teacher salary and job security to an expanded regime of student standardized 
testing, and increased private sector involvement in the public provision and financing 
of education from kindergarten to secondary level education. The neoliberalization of 
public education has advanced significantly in Mexico, especially due to the advocacy 
of Mexican business lobbyists facilitated by ideologically predisposed state officials. 
However due to a conjuncture of factors, their success is threatened by a consolidating 
pro-public education teachers’ movement.

1  Paul Bocking (pbocking@yorku.ca) is a PhD candidate at the Department of Geography, 
York University.  His research interests centre on labour and political economy in Canada, 
Mexico and the United States.  His projects include union organizing and Canadian mining 
companies in Mexico, the development and transnational movement of neoliberal educa-
tion policy, and teachers’ unions in North America.  He is also a community activist and 
high school teacher active in the Ontario Secondary School Teachers Federation.
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Critical human geography and comparative education have devel-
oped substantial thinking on the means through which neoliberal 
public policy spreads across national and subnational boundaries. 
Key means for explaining policy transfer include external advocacy 
from powerful transnational authorities such as the World Bank and 
Organization for Cooperation and Development (OECD), ideological 
influence in the form of think tanks and powerful lobby groups, and 
domestic structural-institutional pressures, in the form of both the 
interests of national elites as well as the relative strength of opposi-
tion groups such as teachers’ unions and pro-public education orga-
nizations. In this paper, I investigate the relative weight of each factor 
behind education policy development in the context of Mexico’s 
contemporary adoption of neoliberal ‘education quality’ reform. I 
focus on the so-called ‘Alliance for Quality Education’ (ACE) regula-
tions enacted in 2008 under the 2006-2012 Calderon administration, 
subsequently amended into the education statutes of the national 
constitution under the subsequent government of Enrique Peña Nieto 
in December 2012 and enshrined through legislation in September 
2013. These measures include the tying of teacher salary and job 
security to an expanded regime of student standardized testing, and 
increased private sector involvement in the public provision of educa-
tion from kindergarten to secondary level education. These practices 
strongly resemble both policies advocated by the latest World Bank 
and OECD education strategy papers (Making Schools Work, 2011; 
Getting it Right, 2012) and the demands of domestic corporate educa-
tion lobby groups like Mexicanos Primero. 

I argue that the prominent role of the World Bank and the OECD in 
articulating education policy adopted by the Mexican government rests 
significantly on a convergence with the agenda of Mexico’s powerful 
domestic business lobby, which is interested in privatizing public educa-
tion. The importance of these external groups is principally to offer a tech-
nocratic form of legitimation, above the partisanship of Mexican electoral 
politics and interest groups. The close ties of the current secretary-general 
of the OECD, José Ángel Gurría, with the administration of Peña Nieto is 
an additional, more coincidental factor which elevates the OECD to greater 
prominence than it would otherwise likely have in influencing Mexico’s 
education policy. However the rollout of the agenda of these powerful 
domestic and external elite forces has been uneven because of Mexico’s 
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democratic teachers’ movement, which has gained strength as the official 
state-aligned leadership of the teachers’ union has weakened.

This empirical study brings together theories on neoliberal policy 
movement from critical geography, especially Peck (2002, 2011), Harvey 
(2007) and Prince (2012) and the ‘Globally Structured Agenda for Educa-
tion’ (GSAE) approach within comparative education, influenced by 
Steiner-Khamsi (2000, 2012), Verger (2009), Carnoy (1999), Klees (2008) 
and Dale (2000), to consider the actors in neoliberal education reform 
and the relative importance of their roles in the context of Mexico. 
Having identified “the agents of transfer” (Steiner-Khamsi, 2000, 164), 
I will study the extent to which ‘borrowing’ states actually implement 
foreign policy, and how this process reinforces or undermines political 
movements for neoliberal education reform in Mexico.2

COMPARATIVE EDUCATION AND CRITICAL 
GEOGRAPHY: THEORIES OF POLICY MOBILITY

I begin with the argument that critical perspectives from geography on 
policy transfer are highly complementary with those of comparative educa-
tion for understanding why and how neoliberal education policies cross 
national borders. Steiner-Khamsi notes how despite the broader, ‘trans-
sectoral’ focus of the policy studies field of research, it supports a welcome 
depth to the approaches of comparative education. This approach can more 
specifically be identified as the GSAE approach, with its emphasis on situ-
ating local or national policy developments within political and economic 
changes at the global scale (Steiner-Khamsi 2012, 4). She explains how these 
two fields of research complement each other with: 

“...a similar interpretive framework and method of inquiry, that en-
ables them to draw attention to the local meaning, adaptation, and 
recontextualisation of reforms that had been transferred or import-
ed. They have systematically adopted a lens that lends explanatory 
power to local policy contexts, and makes it feasible to explore the 
contextual reasons for why reforms, best practices, or international 
standards, were adopted. For these authors, reforms from elsewhere 
are not necessarily borrowed for rational reasons, but for political or 
economic ones.” (Steiner-Khamsi, 2012, 4)

2  Much of the research and writing of this paper was done while I was living in Mexico City 
in July and November of 2013. During the latter visit, I represented my teachers’ union, the 
Ontario Secondary School Teachers Federation (OSSTF) at an international conference in 
solidarity with the Mexican teachers’ movement, facilitating much of the access to move-
ment activists and journalists which informs my analysis.
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Prince (2012) positions critical geographers as sharing a similar 
analysis to what Steiner-Khamsi would likely describe as the GSAE 
approach, emphasizing the importance of studying political and 
economic causalities within their historical and geographical contexts. 
More concretely, this means situating the study of policy transfer 
within an understanding of neoliberalism as a globally dominant 
political-economic ideology that consistently seeks the expansion of 
markets into public education. In doing so, he supports the broad 
methodological analysis developed by fellow geographers Harvey 
(2007, 115-116) and Peck (2011, 387-388). 

Critical geography contributes an articulated analysis that is perhaps 
more explicit than the GSAE literature of how neoliberalism’s globally 
prevalent ideology is highly uneven in its spatial implementation. As 
will be discussed below, negotiations and conflicts between domestic 
and elite groups, and especially the opposition of teachers’ movements, 
are important reasons for this disconnect between policy and reality. 
Recent works in critical geographies of education also emphasize how 
practices within school systems can have a strong association with polit-
ical dynamics at the urban scale (Thiem-Hanson, 2009), such as Lipman’s 
study (2011) concerning the use of charter schools to aid the gentrifica-
tion of South Chicago.3 Here, I primarily consider policy transfer and 
political contestation at the national-international scale, which contains 
many similarities with the GSAE work that is rooted in country-level 
development studies. Mexico’s education system is highly centralized, 
with key decisions made by the Secretary of Public Education in Mexico 
City. The official teachers’ union, the Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores 
de la Educación (SNTE), is tightly controlled by its national executive. 
During the period examined here from 2008 to 2014, Mexico’s teachers 
were able to mount an opposition movement that spanned the country. 
However, an awareness of uneven resistance and divergent institutional 
contexts at the subnational level is critical to understanding why many 
state governments were compelled to reach compromises with the 
movement, despite the abstinence of the federal government.

Like Steiner-Khamsi (2012) and Dale (2010), Prince (2012) defines the 
approach of critical geographers engaging in policy mobilities research 
against approaches conventionally taken, principally policy convergence 
as the inevitable result of cultural and social globalization and the up-take 
3  Other recent urban-focused examples include Seattle (Lizotte 2013), New Orleans (Huff 

2013) and Toronto (Basu 2013). Few similar studies exist for Mexico, however my forth-
coming dissertation will study the construction of teachers’ resistance to neoliberal policy 
in Mexico City, among other North American cities.
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by governments of ‘best practices’ from abroad. Within education policy 
studies, this line of argument is most clearly identified with the Common 
World Educational Culture approach, primarily identified with the work 
of John Meyer ( see Dale 2000, 455). This approach has been criticized by 
Steiner-Khamsi (2012, 4) as being “naive” for not considering the contingen-
cies of power struggles at various political scales relevant to education poli-
cymaking.4 While broadly sharing her critique of ‘consensus-based’ policy 
convergence (Steiner-Khamsi 2000, 158), Prince (2012, 189) positions that 
analysis as principally the product of mainstream policy studies, arguing:

“But geographers have had a different focus, studying policy trans-
fer in order to think about how they manifest the changing power 
relations which shape the circumstances in which they occur. This 
work speaks to the interscalar and cross-national power struggles 
that produce the policy harmonization and differentiation that to-
gether constitute internationalizing policy regimes.” 

Peck (2011, 775) makes a similar distinction utilizing categories to 
distinguish between positivist best practices ‘policy-transfer’ anchored in 
political science, and a social constructivist ‘policy mobilities’ that is trans-
disciplinary and contextual. Finding complementary analyses between 
critical geographers engaged in research on policy transfer and the GSAE 
approach within comparative education, I will now discuss the political and 
economic causalities behind the latest wave of neoliberal education policies 
in Mexico. 

CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENTS: THE 
CONTEMPORARY ROLL-OUT OF NEOLIBERAL 
EDUCATION POLICY

The package of neoliberal education reforms at the centre of this 
study were introduced to the Mexican Congress by Enrique Peña Nieto 
on December 10, 2012 less than two weeks after his presidential inaugu-
ration on December 1. In an instance of what Peck has described as ‘fast 
policy’ (2010, 195), the swiftness by which Mexico’s lower and upper 

4  Dale (2000, 436) draws a key distinction between the Common World Educational Culture 
(CWEC) approach and GSAE, with the former emphasizing ‘idealistic’ causality, and the 
latter using a structural-materialist lens, “For CWEC, the world polity is a reflection of 
the Western cultural account, based around a particular set of values that penetrate every 
region of modern life. For GSAE, globalization is a set of political-economic arrangements 
for the organization of the global economy, driven by the need to maintain the capitalist 
system rather than by any set of values.”
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legislatures passed this legislation on December 21 and became law on 
February 6, 2013 was remarkable.5 Seemingly intent on distinguishing 
himself from his two predecessors, whose legislative agendas were 
largely blocked over each of their six-year terms, as well as shaking off 
considerable political attacks during the election campaign and allega-
tions of massive vote fraud, Peña Nieto moved fast and effectively to 
build a political consensus with his two principal rival parties. The ‘Pact 
for Mexico’, co-signed with the leaders of the conservative National 
Action Party (PAN) and the centre-left Party of the Democratic Revolu-
tion (PRD) (in the latter case provoking substantial internal dissension), 
was unveiled on Peña Nieto’s second day in office. The accord comprised 
a series of major proposed bills, of which primary-secondary education 
reform was only the first. Others included changes to labour statutes in 
the constitution that legalized already prevalent precarious employment 
practices, reforms to the tax code and the denationalization of Mexico’s 
energy sector. The ease by which these major changes passed in Peña 
Nieto’s first year in office, with the endorsement of all three dominant 
parties (though with the PRD opposing energy liberalization and leaving 
the Pact for Mexico on this basis) is virtually unprecedented since the 
fading of the Institutional Revolutionary Party’s (PRI) seventy year rule 
over Mexico as a one-party state in the 1990s.6 This elite ideological 
consensus behind the roll-out of neoliberal policy provides much of the 
basis by which profound changes to Mexico’s education system were 
enacted (Hernández Navarro, 2013, 27-28). 

Key contents of the reforms centered around teacher hiring, salaries 
and job security, many of which were in fact previously established in 
the 2008 ‘Alliance for Quality Education’, negotiated between the prior 
president Felipe Calderon, and SNTE president Elba Esther Gordillo. 

5  Peck defines ‘fast policy’ as emerging transnational networks of rapid policy exchanges 
between technocratic experts, typically claiming a pragmatic ambivalence to any political 
ideology. Their activities and policy conclusions tend to be insulated from direct public 
influence or oversight and in fact emerge from within defined, usually narrow ideological 
frameworks (Peck, 2010, 195-196).

6  The PRI and its predecessor parties ruled Mexico at the national level, and in nearly all states 
and municipalities, nearly all of the time, from the end of the armed period of the Mexican 
Revolution in the 1920s until 2000, when it lost what was arguably the second free election held 
during this period. The significance of the rapid enactment of significant neoliberal reforms 
through Peña Nieto’s ‘Pact for Mexico’, is evident when contrasted to the previous three terms 
of PRI and PAN presidents. Beginning with PRIsta Ernesto Zedillo’s election in 1994 (the first 
free election), emerging social movements and fiercely partisan opposition parties made the 
passing of sweeping policies difficult, defeating radical changes to public education. Shifts in 
the internal dynamics of the PAN and the PRD that led both to collaborate with Peña Nieto are 
beyond the scope of this paper, but the ideological convergence of the three parties and the clear 
resurgence of the PRI after twelve years out of national office are key factors.
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However due to fierce resistance by long-standing opposition within the 
union, these reforms were wholly or partially unimplemented in several 
key southern and central states.7 By embedding these policies within 
the Mexican Constitution, with all the legal weight this implied and 
then implementing them through new legislation in a renewed effort to 
impose them nationally, Peña Nieto strived to overcome this resistance. 

The legislation passed in February 2013 inserts new language under 
the education clauses of the Mexican Constitution (Article 3), stipulating 
that teacher hiring will be subject to the passing of standardized exams, 
and that the continuation of their employment will depend on success at 
subsequent evaluations over the course of their career. The implementa-
tion of these articles was defined by subsequent ‘secondary laws’ passed 
in September 2013 (Arriaga, 2013, 13-14). A series of standing proposals 
from the government were planned to determine teacher employment. 
The singular focus of these proposed policies lead many education activ-
ists to argue that the reforms really have very little to do with so-called 
education ‘quality’, and should properly be considered as labour market 
reforms targeting employees in the public education sector.8 New 
teachers would be hired on the basis of passing a professional exam, a 
policy advocated as a means of eliminating widespread nepotism in the 
form of teachers inheriting a position from a retiring parent, or otherwise 
bidding on an opening in exchange for the outgoing teacher’s ‘endorse-
ment’, a process also reputedly coordinated by corrupt union officers 
for personal enrichment. The reality was quite different in the southern 
states of Oaxaca and Chiapas, where the democratic teachers’ movement 
union won control of union locals in the 1980s. 

Here, teacher hiring as well as promotions to administrative and 
supervisory positions have been handled transparently, with the latter 
determined through elections by their peers, in a remarkable form of 
workers’ self-management (Cook, 1996, 194-195). Nevertheless, with 
teacher hiring practices widely criticized by the public as corrupt 
due largely to sensational media exposés like the film De Panzazo! 
and the experiences of applicants in states controlled by union 
officials tied to Gordillo, provisions around union control of hiring 
were eliminated with little resistance. Another proposed change in 
hiring would remove the mandatory requirement of a minimum 
one-year university degree in education, reducing the qualification 

7  Oaxaca, Chiapas, Guerrero, Michoacan, Morelos and Mexico City.
8  In Hernández Navarro’s (2013, 16) words: “Their real goal is to change the nature of work 

for teachers.”


