
 

 

THE MEASURE OF OUR COMMITMENT IS OUR COMMITMENT TO MEASUREMENT: 

A CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF THE LANGUAGE OF DATA IN THE PUBLIC 

DISCOURSE OF U.S. SECRETARIES OF EDUCATION 

  

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis 

submitted to the Faculty of the 

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

of Georgetown University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 

Master of Arts 

in Linguistics 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

 

Nimitha Kommoju, B.A. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Washington, D.C. 

November 25, 2019



ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2019 by Nimitha Kommoju 

All Rights Reserved 

  



iii 

 

THE MEASURE OF OUR COMMITMENT IS OUR COMMITMENT TO MEASUREMENT: 

A CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF THE LANGUAGE OF DATA IN THE PUBLIC 

DISCOURSE OF U.S. SECRETARIES OF EDUCATION 

 

Nimitha Kommoju, B.A. 

 

Thesis Advisor: Alexandra Johnston, Ph.D.  

 

ABSTRACT 

 

    The College Transparency Act of 2019 has proposed establishing a federal 

student-level data network that would compile data on individual students and facilitate data 

sharing between the U.S. Department of Education, other federal agencies, and third-party 

organizations. This proposal exemplifies the proliferation of individualized, data-driven 

approaches to education reform. Critical work on data-driven education policy has largely 

utilized poststructuralist approaches to discourse; consequently, few studies have attended to the 

linguistic features that mediate the recontextualization and operationalization (Fairclough 2007; 

van Leeuwen 2008) of data in education policy. In order to to problematize the view that 

educational data are neutral conduits of information, this thesis takes a systemic functional 

approach (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004) to critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 2003) to 

interrogate the language of data as it contributes to the discursive production, legitimation, and 

operationalization of official knowledge in the public discourse of U.S. Secretaries of Education 

from 2001–2019. 

  Following an overview of the ways in which discourses of accountability and 

transparency are dialectically related to technologies and techniques of counting and making 

‘visible’ particular ‘problems’ in education, the analysis attends to the lexico-grammatical and 

semantic transformations that take place when data are recontextualized as ‘facts’. Visual 
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metaphors and the agentive positioning of data in relation to the actors and practices they 

‘capture’ are textured together with discourses of measurement and efficiency in ways that 

construe ‘the observable [as] … the only possibility, resulting in loss of context, history, 

possibility, and situatedness’ (Powers 2007: 23). This framing of data as inherently meaningful 

and as ideologically neutral distances the data from the act of interpretation and enables the 

increasing accumulation, dissemination and analysis of data to emerge as the ‘solution’ to 

various ‘problems’ in education, which are themselves produced through privileged framings of 

student data that become reified as social ‘facts.’ In order to counter this tendency, it is necessary 

to critically reconsider the ways in which data—and the language used to speak about data—

simultaneously constitutes practice and is constituted by it, thereby constraining the range of 

acceptable ways of being and (inter)acting in the social world. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Behind the wall, the gods play; they play with numbers, of which the universe is made.  

—Le Corbusier, 1955 

 

In a recent conversation with a friend, he mentioned that he had come across a website 

containing an unsettling amount of his personal information: his age, past and current addresses, 

the names of immediate and extended family members, and so on. While acknowledging that 

what was publicly accessible was not particularly sensitive information, he said that it was 

nonetheless unnerving that his personal information could be obtained by anyone, for any 

purpose, through a quick Google search. He had looked into the process for requesting that his 

information be removed from the website but confessed that, despite his unease, he did not plan 

to go through with it. I was critical of his inaction, but only halfheartedly; after all, similar 

profiles exist containing my own personal information, and I have not taken any steps to request 

that these profiles be deleted. I have nothing to hide from Whitepages or MyLife, I reason to 

myself, and in any case, there are numerous copycat websites where my personal information 

will eventually reappear. However, I recognize that this rationalization, this willingness to allow 

our individual experience to be processed into data, is a mindset we have been persuaded to 

adopt. The necessity of abdicating ownership and control of our data in order to participate in 

society is not an innate or natural process but has been normalized and enforced by new logics of 

capitalist accumulation. Where industrial capitalism claimed nature for the market, information 

capitalism, or surveillance capitalism, now claims human nature.  

One area where surveillance logics of continuous monitoring, prediction, and preemption 

have been productively applied has been the classroom, and much has been written about the 
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datafication of education policy and practice, its role in the ongoing marketization of education, 

and its implications for individual autonomy and self-determinism (Rowe 2019; Williamson 

2017; Mittelman 2017; Roberts-Holmes 2015; Olssen & Peters 2005). The ubiquitous metaphor 

of ‘data mining’ misleadingly suggests that data qua data are the raw material of machine 

intelligence operations, but it is the totality of human experience that must be ‘extracted’ as a 

necessary condition for the possibility of total knowledge and its promise of computational 

certainty (Zuboff 2019: 377).  

What Susan Sontag has said about the new ‘visual code’ of photography applies with few 

changes to data: ‘[They] alter and enlarge our notions of what is worth looking at and what we 

have a right to observe. They are a grammar and, even more importantly, an ethics of seeing’ 

(2001: 3). According to Theodore Porter, numbers cannot guide behavior ‘unless their validity, 

or at least reasonableness, is accepted by the people whose accomplishments or worth they 

purport to measure’ and, hence, official statistics in particular are ‘able to describe social reality 

partly because they help to define it’ (1995: 43). The rhetoric of objectivity, together with the 

authority of the state, ‘discursively neutralizes’ the fact that data ‘require the active interpretation 

of researchers, all of whom have their own ways of seeing’ (Crawford, Miltner & Gray 2014: 

1667, 1668). And as Clifford and Marcus have noted, ‘no one reads from a neutral or final 

position’ (1968: 18).  

Taking the view that language, technology and practice are dialectically related 

(Fairclough 2007), we might ask: how does the ‘grammar’ of data give direction to the practices 

that are being measured? More specifically, how does their (re)presentation in the official 

discourse on education reform correlate with the lexico-grammatical construction of educational 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Emma_Rowe5/publication/330561468_Capitalism_without_capital_the_intangible_economy_of_education_reform/links/5c529108458515a4c74c521e/Capitalism-without-capital-the-intangible-economy-of-education-reform.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02680930500108718?src=recsys
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‘problems’ and ‘solutions’, and how are individuals and groups of individuals implicated in these 

constructions? Attending to the mediational role of language can help reveal how data are used 

to construct differentially problematized categorizations or ‘ascriptive identities’, which are 

distinct from the ‘inhabitable identities’ that we claim and perform for ourselves (Blommaert 

2005: 74). These acts of ‘linguistic interpellation’, which may be calibrated by gender, age, 

ethnicity, or class or may exclude any of these groups or parts of them, require that we accept our 

configuration as subjects ‘without direct reflection in order to carry on the conversation or 

practice at hand’; as these inscriptions of language are always already inscribed in social and 

cultural processes even as they transform the constitution of identities, the task is to resurface the 

‘linguistic level of the configuration’ (Poster 1996: 177). Fairclough (2005a) refers to Jessop’s 

(2002) observation that any strategy for acting upon highly complex economic and political 

realities requires ‘discursive simplification’, selectivity in terms of what is included and 

excluded, to argue that linguistic analysis of texts is needed to account for the means by which 

such simplification and selectivity is achieved. As the majority of critical work on the 

‘datafication’ of education policy and practice has been conducted within Foucauldian or 

poststructuralist theories of language, comparatively fewer studies have attended to the linguistic 

features that mediate the (re)presentation and operationalization of data in education policy.  

Proceeding from the view that data—and specifically their transformation and 

representation in subsequent discursive contexts—can be analyzed as forms of discursive 

simplification that selectively highlight certain elements of social practices while backgrounding 

others, the present study aims to remedy this gap by displaying how what is counted and what is 

accounted for by education officials are re-categorized as descriptive and evaluative schemes for 

https://www.sfu.ca/cmns/courses/marontate/2010/801/1-Readings/Fairclough_CDA%20and%20interdisciplinary%20research.pdf
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shaping public perceptions of the education ‘crisis’, and how these evaluations ‘have an 

explanatory effect on those from whom the data derive, and, in consequence, have as a key aim 

procedure- and system-changing effects on professional and personal practice’ (Sarangi & 

Candlin 2003: 123). To this end, I contribute a critical discourse analytic perspective (Fairclough 

2003) informed by systemic functional linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004) to a growing 

body of work on data-driven education reform by examining the language of data as it mediates 

the discursive production, legitimation and operationalization of official knowledge in the public 

discourse of U.S. Secretaries of Education from 2001–2019.  

According to van Leeuwen (2008), when actors and actions belonging to a certain social 

practice are re-presented or RECONTEXTUALIZED in a discourse, knowledge about them is 

selected according to the specific communicative purposes of that discourse. Consequently, 

aspects of that social practice ‘may be excluded from the discourse or transformed, and 

recontextualization may also add elements such as purposes and legitimations for the actions’ 

(van Leeuwen 2008: vii). I analyze the lexico-grammatical transformations that take place when 

numerical data are recontextualized as objective, value-neutral ‘facts’. I show how this 

unproblematic framing of data as self-evident has enabled the accumulation, dissemination and 

analysis of student data to emerge as the ‘solution’ to various ‘problems’ in education that are 

themselves produced through the recontextualization of disaggregated student data as 

differentially problematized classifications and categories of students. As these categorizations 

are then OPERATIONALIZED or ‘put into practice’ (Fairclough 2007: 132) as officially recognized 

categories and through differentially targeted programs and interventions that can shape the 
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educational trajectories of individual students as well as the goals and priorities of education, 

critical attention must be directed to  

the articulation of languages to describe the object of government and the invention of 

devices to inscribe it. […] Only through language can the ends of government be 

formulated, by portraying their object as an intelligible field with identifiable limits 

within which certain characteristics are linked in a systematic manner. Whether it be a 

question of governing an economy, a society, an enterprise, a family, or oneself, the 

domains in question are realized, brought into existence, through the languages that ‘re-

present’ them, and the calculations, techniques, apparatuses that these languages make 

conceivable. (Rose 1998: 70, emphasis in original) 

 

Data, the devices that ‘inscribe’ the object of government, like language, are neither 

transparent not reflective but constitutive: they are the site(s) where meanings are created and 

changed (Taylor 2001: 6). Porter reasons that quantitative data are ‘simultaneously a means of 

planning and of prediction’ and thus ‘work best if the world they aim to describe can be remade 

in their image’ (1995: 42). Ambrose similarly observes that the acceptance of data is ‘the product 

of surrounding culture and mediated through layers of context, language, and tools’ (2015: 211). 

The recontextualization of data attributes the particular meaning to the data and categories, 

elevating them to the level of knowledge, of social ‘facts’; however, as social actors differ in 

their capacity to ‘get their message across’ (Fairclough 2005a: 56), those who hold power are 

differentially ‘able to define the appropriate frame and merge it with statistical data so as to sell 

the construct as the truth (Stadler-Altmann & Keiner 2010: 139). Thus, educational data policies 

produced by and for the government can be analyzed as instances in which data (as entextualized 

text artifacts, e.g. Castelle 2013, Mehan 1996) are recontextualized to serve a political purpose 

and construct ‘officially sanctioned’ meanings (Mehan 1996: 272) about the appropriate 

(re)presentation of individuals and their relationships in the world. The process of 

https://kb.osu.edu/bitstream/handle/1811/75477/ISJLP_V11N2_201.pdf?sequence=1
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recontextualization is ‘inherently linked’ with ‘fact construction’ bringing ‘evidentiality and 

legitimacy’ to texts (Sarangi 1998: 308). Following van Dijk’s (2006) framework for ideological 

analysis of political discourse, the recontextualization of data can be viewed as a ‘number game’, 

a rhetorical/argumentative strategy for establishing the objectivity and reliability of a 

proposition, for example, by citing specific examples or through generalization and abstraction. 

In the context of evidence-based policy, Marston contends that ‘we do not act on the basis of 

facts, but how these facts are represented. This is how hegemony, or the discursive face of 

power, operates … by convincing us that certain courses of action are both desirable and 

inevitable’ (2002: 88).  

Methodologically, I problematize the interdependence of language and action, taking the 

semiotic point of entry (Fairclough 2007: 131) to focus on the dialectical relations between 

semiotic elements of the social process and other moments (social, institutional, historical), 

including semiotic dimensions of the ‘official’ construction of educational practices and 

identities. Following Foucault’s (1972: 186) proposition that to ‘tackle the ideological function 

of a science in order to reveal and modify it’ is to ‘question it as a discursive formation,’ my 

intention is to critically examine the language of data as it is mobilized in official representations 

of the ‘problems’ in education reform, and to advance possible strategies for critical resistance 

that begin with the ways in which we speak—and think—about data. 

1.1 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

In defending the scientific community’s just claims to knowledge I am also defending the 

moral superiority of that community relative to any other human association. 

—Rom Harré, 1986 
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According to Butler, we exist ‘not only by virtue of being recognized, but, in a prior sense, by 

being recognizable’ (1997: 5, emphasis in original). My concern is that, as we increasingly 

become ‘recognizable’ only through our datafied counterparts, we may begin to lose sight of the 

forest for the trees. It is difficult to counter the ‘truth’ of Lord Kelvin’s assurancea that  

when you can measure what you are speaking about and express it in numbers, you know 

something about it; but when you cannot measure it, when you cannot express it in 

numbers, your knowledge is of a meagre and unsatisfactory kind; it may be the beginning 

of knowledge, but you have scarcely in your thoughts advanced to the state of Science, 

whatever the matter may be. 

 

But what about information that cannot be measured, that cannot be quantified or reliably 

(re)presented within the vertical fields and horizontal records that divide and classify us (Poster 

1996)? When students are delimited and identified in individual records—or ‘unit records’—a 

set of properties is ascribed to them according to the set of pre-selected ‘data elements’ that have 

been ‘recognized’ as necessary or valuable (demographic information; numerical indexes of 

performance, e.g. course grades and standardized test scores; employment outcomes). Such 

differentiation, objectification and categorization constitute a process of ‘standardized 

abstraction’ (Almklov 2008: 879), and to speak of the information or data ‘contained’ in unit 

records is in many ways a ‘discursive simplification’ (Jessop 2002) or ‘condensation’ (Lemke 

1995) of the social practices involved in the complex political, institutional, sociotechnical 

processes through which they are created. The process of ‘managing’ unit records—as in a 

‘learning management system’—can be viewed as a process of ENTEXTUALIZATION that renders 

complex, contextually nuanced practices and actions as codes, numbers, texts that can be 

 
a Lord Kelvin, lecture to the Institution of Civil Engineers, 3 May 1883. 
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‘detached’ from their contexts of production (Urban 1996; Mehan 1996; Bauman and Briggs 

1990) and recontextualized in subsequent discursive contexts. 

As textual artifacts, unit records constrain the meanings that are made available when 

they are aggregated as official statistics and research reports and recontextualized in official 

discourses on education reform. Crucially, the differences that are recognized and delimited in 

these records also limit our recognizability outside the logics that selectively include certain 

aspects of our identities and experiences as data elements while excluding the parts of our lives 

that do not register as digital signals. Despite ongoing efforts to establish a national student-level 

data network that would enable greater ‘communicability’ of student-level data, as proposed in 

the College Transparency Act of 2019, there will always be moments of ‘unrecognizability’ that 

cannot be resolved through the accumulation of more and better data.  

 While much of unit record data is used for administrative purposes, that same data can be 

used to predict, assess and manage risk through behavioral interventions or ‘nudges,’ which 

threaten individual autonomy. Moreover, policy justifications for generating policy based on 

student data increasingly treat educational data as the students that are ‘captured’ in the data, 

particularly in relation to international assessments. These recontextualizations operate within 

discourses of national competitiveness and individual responsibility and, by presuming that 

individual achievement can be determined by individual differences, reduce education to a tool 

for the macro-management of the population through the micro-management of individuals, 

deemphasizing the importance of public investment in programs for the public good. In order to 

understand what kinds of ‘problems’ and problematized individuals are constituted in the 

language used to talk about student data, I propose to answer the following questions: 
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1. How are data recontextualized as representative of students or groups of students, or 

as evidence of the ‘problem’? What is the evaluative function of these 

recontextualizations? 

2. How are representations of ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’ legitimated through references 

to the data? How do lexico-grammatical features pattern with the language of data to 

forward particular representations of ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’? 

3. To what extent are data (linguistically and materially) given agency over individuals? 

When data are ‘made to speak’, which actors, practices, processes and so on are 

obscured? 

In Chapter 2, I provide some historical and legislative background for the current policy 

emphasis on student-level data, followed by a review of several linguistic analyses of the 

entextualization, recontextualization and operationalization of institutional records.  

In Chapter 3, I describe the process of data collection and explain my reasons for 

selecting the extracts consulted for analysis. I then provide an overview of the theory and 

methodology of critical discourse analysis as it relates to the selection of recontextualization as 

the primary focus of analysis.  

In Chapter 4, I present close textual analysis of instances where student data is 

recontextualized in the public discourse of U.S. Secretaries of Education from 2002-2019. I 

examine how these recontextualizations are interpreted in relation to the ‘problems’ and 

‘solutions’ that are identified, and how these recontextualizations contribute to the discursive 

construction of legitimation. I show how these ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’ are naturalized through 

evaluative lexis, metaphorical expressions that selectively emphasize particular aspects of 

educational data and the education system, and higher-level semantic relations that contribute to 

the cohesion and coherence of the various logics presented. 

 In Chapter 5, I discuss some implications of the findings in terms of the proposed College 

Transparency Act of 2019, which would overturn the federal ban on student-level data, and 
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describe the limitations of the present analysis in tracing the sociotechnical arrangements that led 

to its introduction. Drawing on several recent examples from the current Secretary of Education 

Betsy DeVos, I show how the recontextualization of data in the public discourse continues to be 

operationalized in ways that shape and change educational practices and identities.  

 In Chapter 6, I conclude by acknowledging the prevalence of data in our lives, and 

propose several ways that critical attention to the language of data can be used to deconstruct and 

reconstruct the ‘value-neutral’ assumptions guiding the production, reproduction and 

interpretation of data. 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
 

As men have the power to modify their race, they have the power to change the current of 

human actions within definite limits, which statistics can determine. 

—William Farr, 1860 

 

The social engineer … conceives as the scientific basis of politics something like a social 

technology. 

—Karl Popper, 1962 

 

2.1 GOVERNING BY NUMBERS: THE DIALECTICS OF EDUCATION GOVERNANCE AND TECHNOLOGIES 

OF ACCOUNTING  

Contemporary policy discourses on the importance of student-level outcomes data in education 

cannot be divorced from historical developments in what has been termed the educationalization 

of society. Tröhler has traced this pattern of ‘isolating educational questions from the social, 

economic, or political problems of society in order to champion education as a solution’ to 

developments in the eighteenth century, specifically to the ‘capitalization of society’ and 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniel_Troehler/publication/225966227_The_Educationalization_of_the_Modern_World_Progress_Passion_and_the_Protestant_Promise_of_Education/links/5aeaada2aca2725dabb6520b/The-Educationalization-of-the-Modern-World-Progress-Passion-and-the-Protestant-Promise-of-Education.pdf
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attendant debates on the ideal of the modern entrepreneur on the one hand and the ideal of the 

virtuous citizen on the other (2009: 33). Within this debate, education emerged as the ‘salvation 

of the social future’ that would ‘[harmonize] the modern economy and republican ideals, the 

future and the past’ (Tröhler 2009: 34).  

The expansion of the educationalization of society, according to Tröhler (2015), extends 

to the ‘medicalization’ of U.S. education policy and research in the 1970s, which emerged from 

the technological reasoning of the 1950s and 1960s that displaced authority from professional 

educators to education researchers. The research ideology developed during World War II was 

gradually introduced to the project of education reform; with the Soviet launch of Sputnik, these 

efforts were multiplied. In the words of Jerome Bruner, who had served on the Psychological 

Warfare Division under General Dwight D. Eisenhower, ‘the goals of education … expressed in 

terms of the human functions and tasks to be performed … can be as exactly and objectively 

specified as can the human functions and tasks in the Atlas Weapon System’ (cited in Rudolph 

2002: 99).  

This technocratic ideology was also the basis of the first Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) conference on education, Policy Conference on 

Economic Growth and Investment in Education (OECD 1961). It was decided that of ‘first 

importance for sound educational planning and for the development of education programs’ was 

the collection of ‘excellent statistical data in respect of pupils, teachers, buildings and finance’ in 

an ‘international comparable way’, as ‘the fight for education is too important to be left solely to 

the educators’ (OECD 1961: 16, 35). The OECD Committee for Scientific and Technical 

Personnel (CSTP) was established in 1964 to implement this ‘planning ideology’ (Tröhler 2015: 

file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Thesis/Literature%20review/trohler%20--%20The%20medicalization%20of%20current%20educational%20research%20and%20its%20effects%20on%20education%20policy%20and%20school%20reforms.pdf


12 

 

752) and immediately published a report framing the collection of comparable statistics as the 

‘most urgent task since no real progress can be made without adequate statistical basis’ (OECD 

1964: 2). Towards the end of the 1960s, the growing imperative of ‘evidence-based medicine’ 

and concerns about the expanding world population led to ‘a shift from a more mechanistic to an 

organistic world view’; with the extension of the concept of ‘system’ to include biological and 

social systems in addition to technological devices, systems analysis became the dominant 

paradigm of technocratic reasoning by around 1970 (Tröhler 2015: 754).  

The preeminence of the new, biomedical concept of system is evinced in one of the 

landmark publications of 1968, Philip H. Coombs’ The World Educational Crisis: A Systems 

Analysis. Coombs, who had been a keynote speaker at the 1961 OECD conference, compared the 

task of conducting a systems analysis of the education system to the diagnostic work of doctors, 

who concentrate not on detailed knowledge of the human body and its ‘functional processes’ but 

on ‘correlations’ between ‘critical indicators’ from which the total functioning of the system can 

be appraised and prescriptions for improvement recommended (1968: 8). While cognizant of the 

differences between biological systems and social systems, Coombs insisted that, as an ‘organic 

whole’, they functioned in much the same way: 

Yet, in common with all other productive undertakings, it [an educational system] has a 

set of inputs, which are subject to a process, designed to attain certain outputs, which are 

intended to satisfy the system’s objectives. These form a dynamic, organic whole. And if 

one is to assess the health of an educational system in order to improve its performance 

and to plan its future intelligently, the relationship between its critical components must 

be examined in a unified vision. (1968: 9, italics in original) 

 

The goals of evidence-based education reform, then, are not to understand the functioning 

of the education system as a whole, ‘but rather to statistically identify the functioning of isolated 
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parts of the system (effects)’ (Tröhler 2015: 757). In order to understand ‘what constitutes 

learning and what promotes it’, education was to be subsumed within a ‘culture of evidence’ 

(Porter 1995: 198), beginning with the development of randomized control trials which, Tröhler 

points out, are not designed to understand why an intervention works but to produce ‘[statistical] 

evidence that it works (2015: 758, italics in original). ‘Monitoring’—a term originally used in 

hospital intensive care units—was to guarantee ongoing remediation and probation of the system 

by regular ‘objective’ data collection (Tröhler 2015: 758). Student performance, conceptualized 

as the output of the educational production chain, was regarded as a ‘critical indicator’ for 

assessing the health of the education ‘system’, itself a proxy for national security.  

The priorities outlined by Coombs in 1968 can be observed in the reasoning behind the 

establishment of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in 1964. Also known 

as the Nation’s Report Card, NAEP has been administered continuously since 1969, with initial 

funding provided through a grant from the Carnegie Foundation, which Labaree (1990: 250) has 

credited with institutionalizing the bureaucratic-scientific ‘instrumentalist’ approach to U.S. 

education policy. Prior to the 1960s, the federal interest in educational data primarily dealt with 

summary descriptive statistics of ‘input’ variables, such as attendance and enrollment; the 

introduction of NAEP marked a qualitative change to a focus on individual outcomes or ‘output’ 

variables that brought about a quantitative change in the amount of data collected.  

Under the direction of the Education Commission of the States, the ‘idea of critical 

evidence of learning was measurements of increase in knowledge and skill (performance) by the 

individual student. Evidence of national progress could simply be aggregates of those increases’ 

(Stake 2007: 2). In the 1980s, with the Reagan administration in control of federal education 

file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/AKinderandGentlerReportJEP1990pdf.pdf
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policy, the Department of Education released a ‘request for proposals’ that altered the course of 

NAEP considerably. Whereas state-by-state comparisons had originally been anathema to 

NAEP, and ‘grading’ NAEP test performance had been seen as not only technically impossible 

but counterproductive, the Department of Education was now intent on finding a contractor who 

would deliver both.  

The contract was ultimately awarded to the Educational Testing Service (ETS) in 1983, 

the same year that the National Commission on Excellence in Education appointed by Terrel Bell 

(Secretary of Education 1981–1985) published its landmark report, A Nation at Risk. The 

Commission warned that ‘the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded 

by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people’ (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education 1983: 5). Framing the crisis in terms of global 

competitiveness and national security, the Commission indicated that the failure of the nation’s 

schools to maintain a culture of ‘high expectations’ constituted ‘an act of unthinking, unilateral 

educational disarmament’: 

If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre 

educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. 

As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves. . . . We have, in effect, been 

committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament. Our society and its 

educational institutions seem to have lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling, and of 

the high expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them. (National Commission 

on Excellence in Education 1983: 5) 

 

Based on ‘documented’ evidence of failure including international comparisons, illiteracy 

statistics, standardized test results, science achievement scores, and the costs of remedial 

education for military and business, the Commission concluded that ‘statistics and their 

interpretation by experts show only the surface dimension of the difficulties we face … in a 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED226006.pdf
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world of ever-accelerating competition and change in the conditions of the workplace [and] of 

ever-greater danger’ (1983: 8). In order to ‘respond to the challenges of a rapidly changing 

world’, it was argued that ‘the search for solutions to our educational problems’ must include a 

‘public commitment’ to ‘excellence’ (measured by the quality of the outputs of education) and 

‘equity’, in addition to an individual commitment to ‘life-long learning’, without which ‘one’s 

skills will become rapidly dated’ (National Commission on Excellence in Education 1983: 11–

13). In her genealogical analysis of the normalization of data collection and the emergence of the 

quantified child in U.S. education policy, Smith (2017: 706) has observed that ‘by moving data 

into the realm of public discourse’, A Nation at Risk established educational data as a scientific 

discourse generated by experts and as a credible way to objectively and reliably understand the 

education system as a system. 

In many ways, A Nation at Risk set the conceptual framework for education policy for 

years to come and continues to be referenced in the public discourse on education reform. With 

the transfer of NAEP to ETS, the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations had the means 

of producing empirical evidence of the failure of public schools (Glass 2008: 39). Despite the 

Commission’s resistance to attempts to turn NAEP into a ‘report card’, under the direction of 

ETS, it became exactly that; NAEP performance would be graded and labeled (as Advanced, 

Proficient, or Basic) and states would now be compared with each other, encouraging Terrel Bell 

to create his famous ‘wall chart’, tracking and comparing state performance much like a weather 

map (Glass 2008: 33–34).  

The legislative precedent for this shift toward ‘governing by comparison’ (Nóvoa & 

Yariv-Marshal 2003) was established in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 
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(ESEA), which placed an evaluation requirement on local education agencies to report the 

progress of federally funded compensatory programs to the state government and the U.S. Office 

of Education, without the explicit threat of corrective or punitive mechanisms based on program 

results. Where evaluation is concerned with effectiveness, accountability is concerned with both 

effectiveness and efficiency; ESEA’s evaluation requirement, then, was not an accountability 

measure but rather an accounting procedure (Dyer 1971, cited in Richburg 1971: 3; see also 

Fontaine 2016), and yet it anticipated the rise of the accountability movement by 

reconceptualizing schooling practices in terms of a business’s knowledge of its finances. This 

managerialist vision of education was operationalized in the reauthorization of ESEA as the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which promised transparency and accountability to 

stakeholders and higher standards for students. Greater transparency through continuous 

monitoring, evaluation and reporting of student outcomes would hold the (public) education 

system accountable for results, producing increased gains in ‘the amount of learning that we get 

[from] students’, understood to be the ‘bottom line’ of schooling (Paige, 25 September 2001). 

States were encouraged to improve their student data management systems in order to ‘empower 

parents and provide accountability within the education system’ (Paige, 12 July 2004), and 

schools that failed to make ‘adequate yearly progress’ (AYP) were sanctioned with corporate 

takeover or school closure. With the creation of the What Works Clearinghouse in the following 

year, governing through ‘what works’ (e.g. Lewis 2017, Simons 2015, Ozga 2008)—and the 

underlying assumption that the evidence should speak for itself—is established as the dominant 

mode of education governance. According to this ‘constructivist’ understanding of society, both 

the education ‘system’ and the actors (states, schools, individual educators and students) and 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steven_Lewis13/publication/309676478_Governing_schooling_through_%27what_works%27_the_OECD%27s_PISA_for_Schools/links/59d2e85da6fdcc181ad62437/Governing-schooling-through-what-works-the-OECDs-PISA-for-Schools.pdf
file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Issue5a%20-%20Simons(example)%20(3).pdf
file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Thesis/Literature%20review/Ozga%20--%20knowledge%20steering.pdf
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practices that constitute it are constructed in view of certain strategic goals and are ‘open to 

endless reconstruction’ (Simons 2015: 718).  

To summarize, systems analytic approaches to education in the mid-twentieth century 

were instrumental in shifting the focus of education policy and research to the individual units, or 

‘outputs’, of education. This shift to the ‘individualization’ of systemic challenges has been 

observed elsewhere; Rose and Baumgartner (2013), for example, observe a shift in U.S. media 

discourses of poverty between 1960–2008 from arguments focusing on the structural causes of 

poverty to framings of the poor as underserving of government support. ‘This focus on the 

individual, as opposed to the system,’ they write, ‘may be one of the most important elements of 

the general ideological ascendance of neoliberalism in American politics since the 1970s’ (Rose 

& Baumgartner 2013: 43). The focus on student-level data and the increasing granularity and 

specificity of data collection has been construed as a means of facilitating greater participation in 

the education system and in society, with discourses of transparency and accountability 

conflating visibility with social inclusion and invisibility with exclusion. In his critical analysis 

of discourses of standards and accountability, Taubman (2009: 6) suggests that the 

medicalization and corporate rationalization of education has progressed through the widespread 

adoption of particular terms and concepts, such as ‘performance outcomes’, ‘best practices’, 

‘data-driven’, ‘metacognitive strategies’, ‘learning environments’, and ‘evidence based research’, 

that ‘emanate’ from conservative social agendas, neoliberal economic policies, and the learning 

sciences; these terms and concepts ‘mobilize, anchor, and normalize’ specific discourses on 

teaching and education that go on to shape national, state, and local mandates governing schools, 

teacher education, and pedagogy and curriculum. 

file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Governing%20education%20without%20reform%20the%20power%20of%20the%20example.pdf
file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Thesis/Literature%20review/Taubman%20--%20Deconstructing%20the%20discourse%20of%20standards%20and%20accountability%20in%20education.pdf
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Following Fairclough (2007), this section has attempted to trace the dialectical relations 

between the educationalization and individualization of society, technocratic and managerialist 

ideologies, discourses of accounting and accountability, and the recontextualization and 

operationalization of education as a ‘system’. The accounting technologies that sustain the 

legitimacy of evidence-based policy and practice constitute the means by which students are 

entextualized as records (e.g. Mehan 1996) and, hence, made available for recontextualization as 

‘numerical indexes’ (Lemke 1995: 52) of the state of education.  

Problematized groups (e.g. ‘at-risk students’) are frequently aggregated and ‘treated as 

statistics,’ making them the subject and object of ‘rational’ political-economic calculation (van 

Leeuwen 2008: 38). As a recontextualization strategy, the aggregation of students as statistical 

data is ‘used to regulate practice and to manufacture consensus opinion, even though it presents 

itself as merely recording facts’ (van Leeuwen 2008: 37). Proceeding from the view that 

‘analytically isolable elements such as technologies are always socially embedded’ (Fairclough 

2007: 134), the next section focuses on the role of language in mediating the semiotic 

affordances of records and in shaping their interpretation in subsequent contexts. 

 

2.2 INSTITUTIONAL ACCOUNTING AND THE PRODUCTION OF ‘ACTIONABLE’ IDENTITIES  

For Foucault, the file, the document and the record are powerful technologies for the exercise of 

disciplinary power, for legitimating the ‘progressive objectification and the ever more subtle 

partitioning of individual behavior’ (1979: 178). Documents, including ‘official’ records 

designed as records of action and activity (e.g. large data sets, public records), can be seen as the 

‘physical traces’ of social settings, as the ‘sedimentations of social practices’ that constitute 
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particular meanings or ‘readings’ of social events (May 1997: 157–8), and as data or evidence of 

the ways in which individuals, groups, institutions and organizations ‘represent and account for 

themselves’ (Coffey 2014: 367). The act of documentation decontextualizes and recontextualizes 

events, translating them from the specific and the local into ‘facts’ and ‘records’ that not only 

inform and structure future action but also provide the evidentiary basis for more formal 

recording (and documentary) mechanisms of official statistics, performance indicators, 

efficiency rankings, and similar constructs (Coffey 2014: 368, 374). In connection with scholarly 

critique of dominant beliefs in the fixity and transparency of language (e.g. Silverstein & Urban 

1996), Hull (2012: 253) notes that recent anthropological work on bureaucratic documents has 

attempted to restore the ‘visibility’ of documents by analyzing them as mediators (cf. Latour 

2005) that transform and translate the significance of the signs inscribed on them and their 

constructive relations with the subjects, objects, and forms of social organization to which they 

refer. This line of reasoning approaches documents not merely as instruments of bureaucratic 

control but as ‘constitutive of bureaucratic rules, ideologies, knowledge, practices, subjectivities, 

objects, outcomes, and even the organizations themselves’ (Hull 2012: 253). 

Much of the linguistic work on the connections between language and practice in 

institutional recordkeeping—encompassing the entextualization of experience as institutional 

records and the recontextualization of these records in successive institutional contexts—has 

focused on bureaucratic records (Blommaert 2001; van Leeuwen & Wodak 1999; Cicourel 1968) 

and medical records rather than educational records specifically (although see Woods 1979; 

Mehan 1996; Mazeland & Berenst 2008). Contra Coombs’ (1968) medicalized, systems-analytic 

vision of education, I maintain that the ‘professional vision’ (cf. Goodwin 1994) of educators 

file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Thesis/Literature%20review/Sorting_pupils_in_a_report-card_meeting_Categoriza.pdf
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should not be supplanted by clinical or medicalized understandings of education. Nonetheless, 

medical accounts can be particularly helpful in thinking about how ‘both the process and the 

result of the diagnosis … impart meaning to the patient’s illness experience’ (Brody & Waters 

1980: 448). Moreover, the medicalization of education (Mehan 1996) and the increasing focus 

on the individual student can be understood as dialectically and historically related to the 

emergence of unit record systems in the modern bureaucratic hospital. Prior to its major 

demonstration in the 1890 census, the unit record method of processing and tabulating large 

amounts of data was first used to tabulate vital statistics for the Baltimore Department of Health 

in 1886 and for the Office of the Surgeon General of the Army in 1889 (Truesdell 1965: 33), and 

in 1916, Presbyterian Hospital in New York City was the first to establish a unit record system 

(Auchincloss 1918; Kurtz 1938). The utility of unit records in defining more coherently the 

problematic ‘case’, thereby standardizing and ‘mobilizing’ the individual patient (Anderson 

2013: 539), can be connected to the initial use of unit record systems to track problematized 

groups of students—first with the Migrant Student Record Transfer System initiated in 1969, and 

then with the nationally uniform data system ‘for [the] analysis of excess costs of educating 

handicapped children’ proposed as part of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 

1975—and the introduction of state-level student information systems containing ‘commonly-

defined information on all students within an educational system’ in the 1980s and 1990s 

(Engmark 1990). The diagnosis and treatment of illness and the production of ‘ill persons’ can be 

productively compared to the clinical discourses and practices shaping the work of schools—

assessing and evaluating educational ‘problems’, prescribing ‘solutions’, inscribing these 

processes in records, and ascribing individual students to membership categories (Sacks 1972a, 

https://www.sas.upenn.edu/~cavitch/pdf-library/Anderson_CaseArchive.pdf
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=pur1.32754076788581&view=1up&seq=208
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=pur1.32754076788581&view=1up&seq=208
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1972b) based on the algorithmic logic (Mazeland & Berenst 2008: 74) that shapes and is shaped 

by the records that are kept. 

Several lines of questioning emerge from this kind of thinking. When the individual is 

‘centered’, as in ‘patient-centered records’ or ‘student-centered learning’, what is decentered? 

How is the individual divided in the record? And how is the form of subjectivity constituted in 

the record separated from the agentive subject and ‘dispersed throughout a network of external 

structures and practices’ (Land & Bayne 2005: 169)? Examining accounting practices as 

recontextualization processes that turn individuals into records—into (ac)countable bodies—

emphasizes the mediational role of language as information is aggregated, disaggregated, and 

subsequently ‘looped back’ (Hacking 2007) to shape and change the behaviors and actions of 

particular categories of people. 

Sarangi and Candlin observe that categorization practices ‘are both descriptive and 

evaluative, at implicit and explicit levels’ (2003: 118) and refer by way of example to Mehan’s 

(1983) study of the activity-specific nature of categorization work and Hacking’s (1986) claim 

that institutional categories become part of how individuals conduct themselves, and thus are 

central to the process of ‘making up people’. They direct attention to ‘the interface between 

ontological and epistemological aspects of category work’: how categories are formed, how they 

communicate and mediate between cause and effect, how they take on a ‘life of their own’ as 

they are recontextualized as ‘institutional realities’ (Sarangi & Candlin 2003: 118). 

According to Sarangi and Roberts (1999), institutional accounting can affect how 

individuals are treated institutionally. As an example, they describe how processes of 

categorization that affect the allocation of time and resources to individuals and groups can be 
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seen as recontextualization practices, and are typical of institutional settings ‘oriented to needs 

assessment and client management’ (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 18). They suggest that different 

ways of framing the experiences of individuals may cause those individuals to be ‘denied access 

to resources which are both scarce and made scarce as a way of regulating access to them’ 

(Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 31). 

Jones observes that, as our experiences of our bodies are increasingly mediated through 

‘technologies of entextualization’ (Jones 2013) such as laboratory tests and electronic medical 

records, the body as an object of knowledge ‘has itself become more discursive, a collection of 

texts that are increasingly separated from the actual physical body of the patient’ (Jones 2015: 

843). The body has become a site where data are collected to generate ‘virtual bodies’, 

entextualized as electronic records, that are dispersed throughout the healthcare system and 

shape the dissemination and regulation of health-related practices and beliefs (Jones 2015: 850). 

Critical discourse analysts, according to him, can help explain how these technological 

developments discursively represent the body and the consequences of these representations for 

health behavior.  

In his study of clinical records, Garfinkel (1967) attended to the role of accounting 

procedures in making organizational settings ‘account-able’. He found that ‘institutionally 

sanctioned records,’ once constructed, become independent from the context of their creation and 

subsequently ‘take on a life of their own,’ continuing to exist long after ‘the geography and 

politics that provided the local rationale for their existence is forgotten’ (Garfinkel 1967, cited in 

Cook-Gumperz & Messerman 1999: 146). Goffman made a similar observation in his study of 
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the asylum, describing how the ‘human object’ is trailed by a ‘chain of informative receipts’ 

describing what has been done to and by the patient. 

In the inmate’s career from admission suite to burial plot, many different kinds of staff 

will add their official note to his case file as he temporarily passes under their 

jurisdiction, and long after he has died physically his marked remains will survive as an 

actionable entity in the hospital’s bureaucratic system. (Goffman 1968: 75) 

 

One of the purposes of the case file is to present the ways in which the patient is ‘sick’ 

and the reasons why it was right for them to be committed and is right currently to keep them 

committed; this is done by ‘extracting’ from the patient’s life a list of those incidents that have or 

might have had ‘symptomatic significance’ (Goffman 1968: 14). Sarangi and Brookes-Howell 

(2006) draw on Goffman’s findings to assert that case notes are not so much about people, but 

specific institutional practices for processing people. Records ‘transform’ a individual into ‘a 

case with a case history’ and ‘establish the documentary evidence of professional competence’ 

on the part of all the medical personnel attending the case; case records thus ‘ratify’ medical 

activities at both the institutional and the personal level (Cook-Gumperz & Messerman 1999: 

145). The institutionally relevant meanings of specific events ‘are provided through abstract 

rules that serve to decontextualize events, to remove them from particular personal and social 

contexts’ (Mishler 1984: 104).  

Drawing a connection between the increasingly technical, specialized and bureaucratized 

character of medicine—and of Western society in general—and conceptual changes in the 

construction of categories of disease, Rosenberg observes how the act of diagnosis presumes the 

‘existence of ontologically real and definitionally specific disease entities’ and constitutes a ‘key 

organizing principle’ around which clinical decisions can rationally be made; in this way, the 
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utility of ‘naming’ diseases is to structure practice and legitimate bureaucratic relationships 

(2002: 239). He describes the objectification, through diagnosis and classification, of the patient 

as they enter the bureaucratic milieu: ‘once diagnosed, that bureaucratic and technically alienated 

disease-defined self now exists in bureaucratic space, a simulacrum thriving in a nurturing 

environment of aggregated data, software, bureaucratic procedures, and seemingly objective 

treatment plans’ (Rosenberg 2002: 257, italics in original).  

Diagnosis can be seen as a ‘mode of communication’ and as the ‘point of articulation 

between the general and the particular, between agreed-upon knowledge and its application’ in 

providing meanings for individual experience; the act of diagnosis ‘labels, defines and predicts’ 

and thus, necessarily, both constitutes and legitimates ‘the reality that it discerns’ (Rosenberg 

2002: 240). Institutionally legitimated categories thus provide both meaning and a technique for 

relating the individual to the collective, for transforming the incoherence and contingency of 

individual experience into a ‘machine readable’ format (Rosenberg 2002: 257) that can be 

assimilated into the systems of institutions, relationships and meanings in which we all exist. 

Turning to educational records, Mehan’s study of the evaluative function of labeling 

students as ‘learning disabled’ demonstrates the ways in which the ‘medicalization’ of 

educational intervention has constituted the individual child as ‘the focus of diagnosis’, as 

characterized by the presence of a ‘pathology which is subject to treatment’ (1996: 255). Mehan 

draws on ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, as well as the social history of the 

category of disability, to examine how the ‘clarity of labeled social facts’ is produced from the 

‘ambiguity of everyday life’ (1996: 255). He contends that the process of labeling students as 

‘normal’ or ‘special’ is an entextualization process where complex, contextually nuanced 
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discussions about the ‘meaning[s] of ambiguous events, people and objects in the world’ are 

entextualized through a single word (1996: 253). As these meanings are transferred and 

translated within and across organizational procedures and documentation practices, each 

recontextualization reinforces the validity and authority of what is said and written. 

The members of the [special education placement committee] do not have access to the teacher-

student interaction; only the residue of that interaction is represented in a file, a decontextualized 

text-artifact. At the outset, the child was a participant in discourse with his teacher and his 

classmates. But, from that point on, the child’s contribution to his own career status drops out. 

The child is only represented in text. The only way we gain access to the child is through textual 

representations of his interactions. The child becomes objectified as the case moves from the 

classroom to testing to committee meeting. (Mehan 1996: 271) 

 

 Once a child is identified as potentially in need of special assistance, their academic skill 

is expressed in numerical terms and they are compared to a normative standard (e.g. ‘behind 

grade level’). The diagnostic process effectively ‘creates’ students with special needs and 

determines their educational trajectories as the textual artifacts that designate students’ identities 

are decontextualized and recontextualized, refined and specified from one discursive context to 

another (Mehan 1996: 261).  

Importantly, different modes of representation are not equal in their capacity to 

discursively contribute to the social construction of the ‘learning disabled child’. The ‘officially 

sanctioned’ mode of observation is ‘superimposed’ upon and, ultimately, dominates alternative 

versions of experience (Mehan 1996: 272), reinforced through textual and material resources, 

such as the case file and test results, and linguistic strategies, such as minimal use of modulation, 

technical vocabulary, numerical expressions of ability and a clinical discourse that locate the 

problem ‘within’ the student, rather than as a result of contingent, contextual factors. It is this 

‘technical, quasi-scientific’ register, Mehan (1996: 272) observes, that contributes to the 



26 

 

stratification of languages of representation as more or less privileged and thereby the 

construction of students’ institutional identities.  

 

3. METHODS  

 
Civil society … makes incommensurables comparable, by reducing them to abstract 

quantities. Enlightenment changes whatever does not reduce to numbers, and finally to 

identity, into mere appearance. 

—Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, 1944 

 

 

I investigate orientations toward student data—including sample data, summary aggregate 

statistics, and student-level data—in the public discourse of U.S. Secretaries of Education from 

2001–2019. I initially focused on prepared remarks or speeches, but later expanded my dataset to 

include interviews, panel discussions, livestreams, television appearances and Congressional 

testimonies. Although government-appointed commissions and committees, Congressional 

hearings, and the Institute of Education Sciences within the Department of Education, among 

other sources of government discourse, have generated considerable debate and discussion about 

the means and ends of federal data collections, I focus specifically on the Secretaries’ speech in 

order to examine continuities in ‘federally endorsed’ orientations toward student data, the kinds 

of policy subjects that are constituted, and the policy actions that are legitimated.  

If government is ‘the conduct of conduct,’ then it is ‘the conduct of conduct of conduct’ 

that characterizes modern governance (Gillies 2008); Fairclough (2003) likewise observes that 

the language of government is often promotional, even when engaged in public dialogue. And as 

Barthes (1977: 148) has pointed out, ‘the unity of a text is not in its origin, it is in its destination’. 

Thus, the Secretaries’ speech represents a productive site for excavating the rhetorical and 



27 

 

linguistic strategies that not only constitute particular orientations toward data, but also 

encourage us to internalize them. 

 

3.1 DATA COLLECTION 

The data were obtained from a variety of sources. Transcripts of Congressional testimonies were 

accessed through govinfo.gov and HeinOnline. Video recordings of interviews, panel discussions 

and television appearances were primarily obtained from C-SPAN and YouTube. Transcripts 

from more recent speeches could be found easily enough on the Department of Education’s 

website, and the Wayback Machine was used to locate archived speeches. I used Google to 

locate video recordings of the speeches, when available, so that I could account for any 

deviations from the prepared text and incorporate these into the transcripts. 

 Although my initial focus was on references to federal student-level data collections, I 

realized that this was too specific after the initial round of data collection. I decided to broaden 

my focus to include extracts containing references to state-level data collections, school-level 

data management systems, national and international statistics, monitoring, measurement and 

assessment. The extracts analyzed in this thesis were drawn from this subset and present a ‘range 

of illustrative examples’ (Fairclough 1993: 158) of the ways in which the data are ‘made to 

speak’ in the Secretaries’ public discourse on education reform.  

 

3.2 ANALYTIC APPROACH 

 
There are very few things which we know, which are not capable of being reduc’d to a 

Mathematical Reasoning; and when they cannot it’s a sign our knowledge of them is very 

small and confus’d; and when a Mathematical Reasoning can be had it’s as great a folly 
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to make use of any other, as to grope for a thing in the dark, when you have a Candle 

standing by you.  

—John Arbuthnot, Of the Laws of Chance, 1692 

 

In this analysis, I use the theory and methodology of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

(Fairclough 2003, 2005a, 2005b) in order to account for the socially constitutive power of 

discourse (e.g. Johnstone 2002; van Leeuwen & Wodak 1999; Foucault 1972), particularly when 

produced by powerful social actors. Social change, according to Fairclough (2005b: 11), is often 

initiated with new discourses including ways of representing, disseminated across structural and 

scalar boundaries, that may be enacted as new ways of (inter)acting, inculcated as new ways of 

being, and materialized as new ways of structuring space. As a ‘mode of action’, discourse both 

reflects and reinforces the actions and behaviors of individuals in a society and contributes to the 

construction of ‘social identities, social relationships and systems of knowledge and beliefs’ 

(Fairclough 1992: 63, 64). According to Fairclough (2001: 230), CDA is critical because it  

seeks to discern connections between language and other elements in social life which are 

often opaque. These include: how language figures within social relations of power and 

domination; how language works ideologically; the negotiation of personal and social 

identities (pervasively problematized through changes in social life) in its linguistic and 

semiotic aspect. 

 

Although I acknowledge that it may not be feasible to divest from the documentation 

practices that govern how we are ‘made into’ records and ‘considered as’ data (Buckland 2014; 

Jones & McCoy 2018)—that is, the practices that make us ‘recognizable’ (Butler 1997)—critical 

attention to the language of data that shapes and structures the conditions of our recognizability 

may be able to provide a more emancipatory framework for data-driven reform. CDA can be 

used to problematize the interdependence between data, ‘data speak’, and the data-based 

practices and identities that are (re)produced in language as it assumes a dialectical relationship 



29 

 

between discursive events and the situations, institutions and social structures in which they are 

embedded: ‘discourse constitutes social practice and is at the same time constituted by it’ (van 

Leeuwen & Wodak 1999: 91–92). In principle, CDA ‘sets out to capture the dynamic 

relationships between discourse and society, between the micropolitics of everyday texts and the 

macropolitical landscape of ideological forces and power relations’ (Luke 2002: 100). Taylor 

(2004: 436), in her analysis of education policy texts, contends that CDA is a particularly useful 

tool for critical policy analysis 

because it allows a detailed investigation of the relationship of language to other social 

processes, and of how language works within power relations. CDA provides a 

framework for a systematic analysis—researchers can go beyond speculation and 

demonstrate how policy texts work. 

 

To show how the public discourse on education reform works to produce particular 

readings of the ‘problems’ in education that limit the scope of possible ‘solutions’, I focused on 

‘the content of the data, the discursive strategies employed, and the linguistic realization of these 

contents and strategies’ (van Leeuwen & Wodak 1999: 91). To this end, I attended to macro- and 

micro-level strategies that mediate ‘the relationship between the dimensions of social practice 

and text’ (Fairclough 1992: 86) to identify the discursive logics that emerged from the rhetorical 

and linguistic resources mobilized in the texts. I focused on the analytic category of 

recontextualization to examine how information encoded in data qua knowledge about students 

was (re)presented, categorized and rendered politically relevant, as computational approaches to 

perceived problems ‘may inform how these issues are initially framed in order to be computable’ 

(Gabrys 2014: 40, italics in original). Recontextualization, according to Iedema and Wodak, 

involves ‘shifts of meaning away from their previous instantiations’ (1999: 13), and can be 
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analyzed as part of the ‘contextualization work’ that officials perform as a means of categorizing 

activities, knowledge and professional identities within an institutional order (Sarangi and 

Roberts 1999: 25). I used van Leeuwen’s (2008) typology to operationalize recontextualization 

as a research object, focusing specifically on the lexico-grammatical transformations that take 

place in the process of recontextualization:  

1. substitution of elements of the social practice by  

a. particularizing and nominating certain participants and assimilating others through 

aggregation (‘a number of teachers,’ ‘thirty percent of low-income students’), 

collectivization (e.g. ‘we’, the people, ‘America’, ‘our country’; ‘experts’, ‘the report 

says…’); classification and categorization through indetermination (e.g. ‘some’, 

‘some people’; through aggregation ‘many people’; through generalized exophoric 

reference ‘they’); 

b. by nominalizing certain actions (e.g. ‘policy decisions’, ‘student achievement’) and 

spatializing others (e.g. ‘the learning environment’); 

2. deletion of elements of the social practice; 

3. rearrangement of elements to accommodate the purposes of the recontextualizing practice; 

4. addition of elements by including  

a. repetition of different expressions;  

b. participants’ subjective reactions to the activities that constitute the social practice; 

c. descriptions or evaluations of the purpose of the social practice; 

d. legitimation or delegitimation of the social practice; and 

e. evaluation of (elements of) the social practice (van Leeuwen 2008: 17–21) 

 

Drawing on van Leeuwen and Wodak’s (1999) macro-strategies of discourse, instances 

of recontextualization at the level of the text are understood as instantiations of socially 

constitutive macro-functions of discourses, which include constructive strategies, linguistic acts 

which serve to ‘build’ and establish certain social conditions, for example, by constituting ‘us’ 

and ‘them’ through particular acts of reference; strategies of perpetuation and justification, 

which attempt to maintain, support and reproduce identities; and strategies of transformation, 

which attempt to transform a relatively well-established situation into another (van Leeuwen and 

Wodak 1999: 93). To understand how social practices, including discursive practices, are turned 
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into discourse—into representations of social practice—in the context of specific discursive 

practices (van Leeuwen 1993, 2008), such as the construction of policy ‘problems’ and 

‘solutions’, I drew on Fairclough’s (2005b) work on implicit and explicit legitimation of strategic 

goals in discourses of change, as well as van Leeuwen’s (2008) analysis of the discursive 

construction of legitimation through authorization (legitimation by reference to the authority of 

tradition, custom, law, and/or persons), moral evaluation (legitimation by reference to values), 

and rationalization (legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of institutionalized social 

action and to the knowledges that endow them with cognitive validity). Legitimation analysis can 

both separate out the actors, actions, and so on from the reactions, purposes, and legitimations 

and also show how these two aspects of the text, the representations and the interpretations, are 

related (van Leeuwen 2008: 121). This kind of examination is admittedly not the substantive 

focus of this thesis, but it informs the analysis of those instances where the language of data 

(including recontextualizations of student data as students or groups of students on the one hand, 

and as indicative of specific ‘problems’ or a more widespread ‘crisis’ on the other) intersects 

with the discursive construction of legitimation.  

The textual analysis is informed by the theory of systemic functional linguistics (Halliday 

and Matthiessen 2004, Fairclough 2003). I consider how clause-level features, such as clause 

coordination and clause subordination, and higher-level semantic relations, such as relations of 

equivalence and problem–solution relations, contribute to the argumentative structure of the text. 

Finally, Semino’s (2008) work on metaphor in discourse was used to analyze how construals of 

data as visual aids or as a visual code (cf. Sontag 2001) pattern with metaphorical expressions 
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that construe data-driven education reform as a JOURNEY and education itself as a PIPELINE 

through which students qua data flow. 

I began by identifying how processes of recontextualization were realized in the linguistic 

strategies used to talk about students, for example, how students are aggregated as part of 

summary statistics and then disaggregated and categorized in terms of demographic 

characteristics, geographic location, and performance to designate particular groups as more 

‘problematic’ than others. I then considered how concepts and categorizations of students 

produced through these processes were connected to the rhetorical and argumentative structure 

of the texts, how students and their data were positioned in relation to the ‘problems’ and 

‘solutions’ implicitly or explicitly identified in the texts, and what discursive and metaphorical 

logics emerged from the ‘problems’ and problematizations identified in the texts.  

Following Bauman and Brigg’s definition of text as ‘discourse rendered 

decontextualizable’ (1990: 73), the extracts analyzed here are related to the discursive space in 

which they participate and to the texts, conventions and presuppositions of that space (Culler 

1976). To this end, I situate micro-level textual strategies within the macro-level political 

landscape by referring to a variety of policy texts, including legislation, bills, policy proposals, 

budgets, research reports and statistical data, as well as forms of digital communication such as 

government websites and social media. In navigating ‘back and forth between analyses of the 

text and the social’ (Luke 2002: 103), my aim is to reflect on the forms of governing, and the 

discursive and material effects, instituted through a particular way of constituting a ‘problem’ 

and its proposed ‘solution’ (Bacchi and Goodwin 2016: 18). I demonstrate how the construction 

of categories and description of problems not only produces ‘a locatable object of scrutiny … but 
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also outlines the specific and technical expertise required to deal with it (Foucault 1975, cited in 

Graham 2011: 670). The ‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ is thus constituted in that representation of 

the ‘problem’ (Bacchi 2008, Fairclough 2005b), not only constraining the possibilities of 

different kinds of interventions, but also limiting the ways we think about the ‘problems’ and 

problematized subjects of education reform. 

 

4. ANALYSIS  

 

A map is not the territory … Words are not the things they represent. 

—Alfred Korzybski, Science and Sanity, 1933  

 

THE NUMEROLOGIST: Given enough data and a computer capable of sufficient number of 

operations in unit time, the future is predictable, at least in terms of probabilities. 

—Isaac Asimov, Spell My Name with an S, 1958 

 

In the public discourse on education reform, the continuous, ubiquitous monitoring of individual 

students attains legitimacy through discourses of security and efficiency and ‘if a risk is missed, 

a prediction flawed, then the proposed solution is always more thorough, accurate monitoring, 

never less’ (Andrejevic 2019: 10). While these individualizing and totalizing logics—and the 

technocratic rationality that underpins them—were in circulation well before the establishment 

of the Department in Education in 1979 (e.g. Smith 2017; Shore & Wright 2015; Olssen, Codd & 

O’Neill 2004), the present analysis focuses on the public discourse of U.S. Secretaries of 

Education from 2001–2019 (Table 1), with the exception of John B. King, Jr. (2016–2017), as 

his tenure only lasted a year.  
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Table 1: U.S. Secretaries of Education (2001–2019)  

Name Years in office President 

Rod Paige 2001–2005 
George W. Bush 

Margaret Spellings 2005–2009 

Arne Duncan 2009–2016 Barack Obama 

Betsy DeVos 2017–2019 Donald Trump 

 

As indicated earlier, the College Transparency Act of 2019 has called for the creation of a 

federal student-level data network that would ‘leverage existing federal and institutional data to 

count all students and all outcomes to accurately represent the state of today’s postsecondary 

system,’ and would be hosted by a central statistical agency to ‘align data across collections’ and 

‘adapt best practices from existing data sharing efforts’ (Roberson, Rorison & Voight 2017: 4). 

In order to establish such a system, Congress would have to overturn the federal ban on student-

level data that was signed into law in the 2008 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. This 

amendment was enacted to prohibit the development of a federal student unit record system as 

proposed by the Department of Education under the Bush administration. The Obama 

administration’s Race to the Top grant competition circumvented the federal prohibition by 

incentivizing states ‘to design, develop, and implement statewide P–20 [preschool through 

workforce] longitudinal data systems’ (Department of Education 2009b) that could 

‘communicate’ with each other (Duncan, 16 July 2010), effectively creating a de facto national 

database by attaching very specific data collection requirements to federal funding (Hunt 2016). 

These policy developments are not the focus of the analysis, but are reviewed here to provide 

some context for the technocratic, data-driven policy ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’ identified in the 

Secretaries’ public discourse. 
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I begin with several extended excerpts from a speech delivered by Arne Duncan (2009–

2016) at the fourth annual meeting of the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) on June 23, 2009 

that demonstrate how value-neutral, ‘objective’ research is construed as though it actually exists 

and as pre-existing empirical inquiry. This positivist logic is a recurring theme in the public 

discourse on education reform, and thus has a decisive role in delimiting the forms of knowledge 

and ‘ways of knowing’ that are recognized as legitimate, valuable and useful. Terms relating to 

the idealized goal of non-ideological research, the functions of data, and the metaphorical 

construal of education reform as forward movement have been bolded for emphasis. 

Extract 1a 

1 Duncan: John always told us the cold, hard truth without regard to ideology or  

2  politics. And so many of our most important reforms in Chicago were a  

3  direct result of work and data produced by the Consortium—the idea of 

4  ending social promotions, keeping our freshmen on track and trying to  

5  dramatically raise graduation rates, tracking college enrollment, developing  

6  growth models and thinking very differently about how we turn around  

7  underperforming schools. 

8   

9  The common denominator for all of these policy decisions was that they  

10  were informed by data. I am a deep believer in the power of data to drive  

11  our decisions. Data gives us the roadmap to reform. It tells us where we  

12  are, where we need to go, and who is most at risk. 

13   

14  There’s a lot I don’t like about No Child Left Behind (NCLB), but I will  

15  always give it credit for exposing our nation’s dreadful achievement gaps. It  

16  changed American education forever and forced us to take responsibility for  

17  every single child, regardless of race, background, or ability. And this is just  

18  one example of how data affects policy and there are many, many more. 

 

It is important to note that, since IES is housed in the Department of Education, it falls 

under the jurisdiction of the current Secretary of Education, who sets the operating budget and 

research priorities for each of its four centers: the National Center for Education Research, the 

National Center for Education Statistics, the National Center for Education Evaluation and 
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Regional Assistance, and the National Center for Special Education Research. The Department 

of Education’s budget for fiscal year 2010 was submitted May 9, 2009, exactly one month before 

Duncan’s speech, and included provisions for funding research ‘in areas where our knowledge of 

learning and instruction is inadequate’ in order to ‘identify effective instructional and program 

practices, track student achievement, and measure the impact of educational reform’ and thus 

‘provide solutions to the problems and challenges faced by schools and learners’ (Department of 

Education 2009a: 74). This construal of monitoring and measuring effectiveness as the most 

rational approach to developing and implementing ‘solutions’ to persistent ‘problems and 

challenges’ is reiterated throughout Duncan’s speech. He cites his relationship with the Chicago 

Consortium on School Research during his tenure as CEO of Chicago Public Schools as an 

exemplary partnership between research, governance and practice; he individualizes and 

nominates (van Leeuwen 2008) then-Executive Director John Easton as an instructive example, 

praising his commitment to providing the cold, hard truth without regard to ideology or politics 

(line 1)—as though ideology and politics can be separated from processes of knowledge 

production and dissemination.  

The verbal process clause John always told us . . . (line 1) does not project a clause 

describing what was told—the specific content of the information—but represents the cold, hard 

truth as a class of information that the Consortium regularly provided to us (Chicago Public 

Schools), the addressee or recipient of the exchange (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004). Indeed, 

Duncan identifies the common denominator (line 9) for the reforms implemented in Chicago as 

the work and data produced by the Consortium (line 3). Although the cold, hard truth (line 1) is 

represented as an object, rather than as an utterance, its proximity to expert authority legitimates 
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it as a valid form of knowledge that actually exists, and it conveys a kind of recommendation that 

the ‘best’ course of action is to produce research unburdened by the biases of ideology (line 1) 

and politics (line 2). 

Duncan elaborates on the importance of data in exposing problems (line 15), determining 

where we need to go (line 12), and identifying who is most at risk (line 12). Building on Vaz and 

Bruno’s (2003: 286) observations on the statistical and discursive production of health-related 

risk, the concept of educational risk similarly ‘depends on techniques of collecting, processing 

and distributing data’ such as a ‘unified record’ of causes of educational failure aggregated from 

individual student records. Duncan states that, despite its negative repercussions, the No Child 

Left Behind Act implemented by the previous administration was instrumental in exposing (line 

15) the problem of persistent achievement gaps (line 15), forcing us (line 16)—an 

undifferentiated first-person plural entity which could refer to the Department of Education, IES 

and education researchers more broadly, the nation, and so on—to take responsibility for every 

single child (lines 16–17). 

The data are construed as having agency in ways that individuals often do not. They drive 

our decisions (line 11) and give us a roadmap to reform (line 11) that tells us (line 11) not only 

where we are (lines 11–12) but where we need to go (line 12). The semantic meaning of drive is 

extended to the metaphorical construal of data as ROADMAP and subsequent claims about what 

data (as ‘roadmap’) can accomplish. In connection with the need to turn around 

underperforming schools (lines 6–7), data as ROADMAP can even be used to ‘re-route’ 

problematized schools and guarantee their continued progress forward. However, as Korzybski 

(1933: 750) has pointed out, the map is not the territory mapped. JOURNEY metaphors are 
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discursively systematic in politics, especially in relation to plans and policies in which goals are 

metaphorically represented as ‘destinations’, actions as ‘steps’ and success as ‘moving forward’ 

and ‘progress’ (Semino 2008: 110, 117). In this case, the extended ROADMAP metaphor promotes 

a target-oriented, outcomes-based approach to education reform. The title of the speech (Robust 

Data Gives Us The Roadmap to Reform) also contains the ROADMAP metaphor, further 

emphasizing the role of JOURNEY metaphors in the overall intra-textual coherence of the speech 

and in the broader intertextual coherence of the Obama administration’s education agenda.  

The metaphorical construal of data as a kind of GPS device forwards idealized 

understandings of data as a valid representation of reality, as capable of describing where we are 

(lines 11–12), and draws attention from the fact that a GPS device must be programmed with a 

destination before it can tell us where we need to go (line 12). The human judgements that 

determine the destination and how we get there are obscured, foreclosing the possibility of 

recalculating or re-routing. This is reflected in Duncan’s assertion that the policy decisions (line 

9) implemented in Chicago were informed (line 10) by data: the processes and practices that 

drive policy decision-making are objectivated through nominalization (van Leeuwen 2008) as 

policy decisions (lines 9–10), eliding the agents responsible for these decisions, whose decisions 

are at most informed (line 10) by data. What happens behind the scenes, then, is evidence-

informed rather than evidence-based decision-making.  

While this distinction could imply a willingness to de-privilege ‘evidence’, and hence a 

challenge to dominant technocratic discourses that appropriate technical discourse to articulate 

policy decisions in the language of ‘objective fact’ and necessity (Lemke 1995), it also allows 

policymakers to appeal to ‘evidence’ when it suits them and to disregard it when it does not 
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(Bacchi 2008). This selective reasoning is exemplified in Extract 1b, where the strategic goal 

(Fairclough 2005b) continues to be implicitly legitimated through idealized claims about non-

ideological, value-neutral knowledge that both undermine the possibility of recognizing the 

values and assumptions that inevitably shape the research process and suppress the legitimacy of 

conducting research with an explicitly normative commitment to social justice. Terms relating to 

assumptions about ideology and research are bolded to direct attention to the ways in which 

these are textured with the technocratic assumptions that structure the text.  

Extract 1b 

19 Duncan: For every study showing the benefits of a policy, there’s another one with a  

20  different conclusion. And quite often, people draw different conclusions from  

21  the same study. And that’s where we need to separate ideology from 

22  analysis. 

23   

24  I recently spoke to education writers about the search for truth in education.  

25  I challenged them to go beyond the ideological statement and the surface 

26  conclusions and find out what is really happening for our children in our 

27  classrooms. 

28   

29  It’s kind of like the debate around charter schools, advocates say they 

30  outperform traditional schools, opponents say they don’t. The plain facts 

31  show that some charter schools do and some of them don’t, but rather than 

32  acknowledging the obvious, we devolve into an ideological debate and 

33  somehow forget that it’s about children and learning. If something helps 

34  children, let’s do it. 

35   

36  That’s where all of you come in with the research and the facts. Education 

37  reform is not about sweeping mandates or grand gestures. It’s about 

38  systematically examining, and learning, and building on what we’re 

39  doing right and scrapping what hasn’t worked for our children. 

Duncan’s dismissal of the ideological debate (line 32) between advocates (line 29) and 

opponents (line 30) of charter school patterns nicely with his earlier claim that the object of 

scientific research is to reveal the cold, hard truth (Extract 1a, line 1), i.e. the underlying reality 

of the situation. The embedded clause the plain facts show (lines 30–31) takes as its complement 
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the nominal group that some charter schools [outperform traditional schools] and some of them 

don’t (line 31); once the plain facts (line 30) have been established, they are referred to again 

anaphorically by the nominal group the obvious [facts] (line 32), which adds an element of 

evaluation to its discursive antecedent (the plain facts show that some charter schools 

[outperform traditional schools] and some of them don’t, lines 30–31) and creates cohesion in 

the discourse (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 154, 538). The relational verb shows (line 30) 

construes some charter schools [outperform traditional schools] and some of them don’t (lines 

30–31) as the content or ‘value’ of the plain facts (line 30), a structure that ‘tends to dominate in 

certain highly valued registers (such as scientific, commercial, political and bureaucratic 

discourse) where the meanings that are being construed are inherently symbolic ones’ (Halliday 

& Matthiessen 2004: 284).  

Here, the facts (line 30) stand for a state of affairs, the underlying reality that has been 

‘revealed’ through analysis, while the subjective mental processes of interpretation and analysis 

are ‘experientialized’ and neutralized as facts (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 703). The plain 

facts (line 30)—not the researchers who constructed those facts—carry the modal responsibility, 

that is, responsibility for the validity of what is being predicated (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 

148), thereby distancing the analyst from the analysis. These lexico-grammatical strategies 

construe the facts (line 30) as ideologically neutral and, hence, as beyond negotiation. As Scollon 

has argued in his study of public discourse, discourses of science are frequently ‘shielded by 

their apparent neutrality, objectivity, and measured certainty’ even as they are deployed as ‘tools 

of public coercion’ in the exercise of political power (Scollon 2008: vii). 
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Duncan challenges his audience of education researchers—who are authorized to produce 

officially recognized forms of knowledge—to seek out the truth (line 24) in education by finding 

out what is really happening (line 26) in our classrooms. Although he acknowledges that 

different conclusions can be drawn from the same study, he interprets these differences as 

fundamentally ideological differences. The truth (line 24), in his view, can be revealed only if we 

separate ideology from analysis (lines 21–22) and focus on systematically examining (line 38) 

what is and is not working for our children (line 39). This is in line with Lemke’s (1995) 

analysis of an educational policy document from the Reagan administration as an instance of a 

technocratic strategy that transforms ‘discourses of expert knowledge into discourses of social 

policy’ (1995: 48). He finds that the text participates in a ‘system of heteroglossia’ linking 

technical and technocratic discourse to more values-oriented policy discourses, and demonstrates 

how the technocratic strategy that shapes the text reveals an argumentative structure in which 

privileged research findings are presented ‘as objective facts that presumably have clear 

implications for action’ (Lemke 1995: 48). The underlying technocratic assumption in Duncan’s 

speech is that it is possible to produce research that is entirely non-ideological, that mimetically 

records what is really happening (line 26), even though determining what we’re doing right 

(lines 38–39) and what hasn’t worked (line 39) necessarily involves some amount of 

interpretation. 

A relation of equivalence (Fairclough 2003) is established between the truth (line 24) and 

what is really happening (line 26) and may even extend to the facts (line 36) that IES is officially 

authorized to produce. Duncan is agnostic about the means and prioritizes the ends, or outcomes, 

of policies and programs, stating that if something helps children, let’s do it (lines 33–34)—but 
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which children, and at what cost? So long as charter schools, and other forms of schooling that 

operate outside the public education system, can be empirically shown to benefit some number 

of children, any critical discussion of their systemic effects is problematized as an ideological 

debate (line 32) that diverts attention from determining ‘what works’. The actors engaged in the 

debate around charter schools (line 29) could have represented in a number of ways—as 

‘advocates of charter schools’ and ‘advocates of public schools’, or as ‘advocates of public 

education’ and ‘opponents of public education’—but those who favor charter schools are 

advocates, while those who support traditional schools (line 30)—the very constituency the 

Secretary of Education is meant to champion—are opponents of charter schools (line 30). 

Evidence that charter schools help children (line 33) is privileged over evidence indicating that 

they do not—evidence which, presumably, has been directed at advocates of charter schools 

(line 29) but has been dismissed as ideological or politically motivated. The legitimacy of an 

action in relation to the idealized scientific gaze is removed from ‘the sphere of social 

negotiation’ (Lianos 2003, cited in Murakami Wood & Graham 2006) when the ideological 

orientations that mediate the translation of the social world into social ‘facts’ are obscured. The 

forms of knowledge production that are most privileged, then, are those which produce 

nonideological, context-free policy recommendations. The goals of education reform must be 

achieved not by addressing systemic patterns, such as those produced by the entry of nonpublic 

actors into the public sphere, but by systematically examining, and learning, and building on 

what we’re doing right (lines 38–39) so that we can translate ‘what works’ at scale.  

This next extract is considerably shorter and is taken from a speech delivered by Rod 

Paige (2001–2005) at the 46th annual meeting of the International Reading Association in New 
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Orleans, LA on May 1, 2001. Bolded terms draw attention to the ‘problem’ of research 

utilization, which is established through the recontextualization of national assessment data as 

evidence of deficiencies in the ‘outputs’ of education, which are taken as indexes or indicators of 

deficiencies in the educational process—specifically in the research-practice nexus. 

Extract 2 

1 Paige: When we have so much science that tells us how to teach, and yet our NAEP 

2  scores reflect no improvement on average, and even more disappointing  

3  performance for our minority and low-income students, we know there is a  

4  gap between what we know and what we do. I want to work with you to  

5  bridge that gap—to bring what we know into the classroom so the next time  

6  we report on NAEP we can say that our children are, for the first time since  

7  the 1980s, learning to read. 

This speech was delivered under fairly similar conditions as the one analyzed in Extracts 1a–

1b—Paige was only a few months into his tenure as Secretary of Education, and his audience 

was comprised of researchers and practitioners—so it is not altogether surprising that he, like 

Duncan, expresses a commitment to partnership on the one hand, and disappointment in the gap 

between what we know and what we do (line 4) that we know (line 3) exists. Recent scores from 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) are presented as preliminary evidence 

of the problem of the gap (line 4). The enduring legacy of NAEP—and its powerful influence in 

shaping the message that the public receives about the state of education—allow the data to 

‘speak for themselves’ and establish the crux of the ‘problem’ of research underutilization. As 

this gap is understood to generate other problems, such as the ‘achievement gap’, Paige 

emphasizes the need to bring research to bear on practice. Again, science is something we have 

access to (line 1), something that tells us how to teach (line 1); the scientific discipline is 

conflated with the product of scientific inquiry—scientific knowledge— which is construed as 

capable of agentive, instructive action, and as a knowledge resource that can supplement or even 
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supplant teachers’ judgments. Data are metaphorically construed as mirror-like and are assumed 

to accurately reflect (line 2) the reality of the ‘problem’, namely that there has been no 

improvement on average for students (line 2) and, in the case of our minority and low-income 

students (line 3), even more disappointing performance (lines 2–3). A more critical metaphor of 

data might construe NAEP findings not as a mirror but as a window that circumscribes specific, 

pre-selected aspects of the situation from a specific point of view. 

In the same speech, Paige discusses the implications of selected findings from the 2001 

NAEP report. However, these data are recontextualized as indicators of ‘problems’ in the 

education system—not as indicators of gradual progress or overall stability—through the 

addition of negatively evaluative lexis (van Leeuwen 2008) which becomes part of the message 

itself (cf. Fairclough 1995). In order to draw attention to the transformations that take place as 

information is transported from the source discourse to the derived discourse (Adams-Smith 

1987, 1990), I have excerpted relevant phrases from Paige’s speech that can be traced to the 

official, 140-page report of the NAEP. A comparison of selected findings yields the following 

differences in lexical and syntactic choices (Table 2), which are bolded for emphasis:  

 

Table 2: Recontextualization of 2001 NAEP results  

Source discourse Derived discourse 

The results of the NAEP 2000 reading 

assessment at grade 4 show overall stability 

in student performance 

 

The gap between white and black, and 

between white and Hispanic students, has 

varied somewhat … but none of the changes 

were statistically significant  

 

In 2000 the scores at both the 10th and 25th 

percentiles are higher in relation to 1994; 

however, at the 10th percentile the score in 

2000 is lower than it was in 1992 

scores reflect no improvement on average 

 

total average scores are flat 

 

you also see a persistent achievement gap 

between ethnic groups 

 

 

 

while better students are getting better, the 

most disturbing thing is that the worst 

students are getting worse  
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Performance at or above the Proficient level 

… was achieved by 32 percent of fourth 

graders  

 

The 2000 average score of black students was 

significantly higher in comparison to 1994 … 

the apparent decrease [in average scores] for 

[students who were eligible for the 

free/reduced-price lunch program] was not 

statistically significant  

 

fewer than a third of our fourth graders can 

read proficiently at grade level 

 

 

even more disappointing performance for 

our minority and low-income students 

 

 

 

  

Where the report indicates that NAEP reading scores ‘show overall stability’ (NCES 

2001: 12), Paige states that average scores are flat (2001a: 2) and reflect no improvement (2001a: 

5), using negative evaluation to reframe the results not in terms of their consistency, but the lack 

of (statistically significant, visually evident) progress. The gap between racial/ethnic subgroups 

‘has varied somewhat … but none of the changes were statistically significant’ (NCES 2001: 

33), but in the speech, the lack of statistically significant change is interpreted as a persistent 

achievement gap (Paige 2001a: 2), again reframing the equilibrium in the system as evidence of 

an enduring ‘problem’. Scores at the 10th and 25th percentile are higher compared to 1994 

(NCES 2001: 12), but Paige argues only that the worst students are getting worse (2001a: 2), 

ignoring the nuances described in the report. Even though NCES states on its websiteb that 

NAEP Proficiency does not represent grade-level proficiency, Paige recontextualizes the finding 

that 32 percent of fourth graders achieved at or above the NAEP Proficient level (NCES 2001: x) 

to claim that fewer than a third of our fourth graders can read proficiently at grade level (Paige 

2001a: 2). This claim not only misrepresents the significance of the findings, but depends on a 

difference of 1 percent to translate 32 percent into fewer than a third (2001a: 2). And despite the 

 
b https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/reading/ 
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relative stability in average scores for low-income students (NCES 2001: 39), ‘slight rebounds’ 

in black and Hispanic students’ average scores compared to 1994 (NCES 2001: 29), and a 

statistically significant improvement in black students’ average scores (NCES 2001: x), such 

distinctions are lost when these students are aggregated and categorized as minority and low-

income students (Paige 2001a: 5).  

Overall, when NAEP scores are recontextualized, what is emphasized is the lack of 

improvement rather than slight, but statistically significant progress, or the overall stability in 

performance—which is not insignificant due to changing demographics, as the population of 

fourth-graders identified as Hispanic increased from 9 percent of the NAEP sample in 1992 to 15 

percent in 2000 (NCES 2001: 28). Where there is no demonstrable evidence of a ‘problem’, it is 

manufactured, as in the claim that fewer than a third of our fourth-graders can read proficiently 

at grade level (Paige 2001a: 2). Recontextualization also adds evaluative lexis, for example, the 

most disturbing thing (Paige 2001a: 2), even more disappointing performance (Paige 2001a: 5), 

average scores are flat (Paige 2001a: 2), with this last example also introducing a visual element 

to the evaluation. Paige construes evidence of the ‘problem’ as self-evident, as something that 

the audience can ‘see for themselves’—if you look more closely at the data, you notice … 

(2001a: 2), you also see … (2001a: 2). Where there is improvement, it is deemphasized through a 

concessive relation marked by the conjunction while (Paige 2001a: 2) or obscured by 

aggregating the performance of diverse groups (Paige 2001a: 5). The addition of negative 

evaluation to the findings as recontextualized in the speech establishes the warrant for the claim 

that there is a gap between what we know and what we do (lines 3–4).  
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According to its website,c NAEP is not designed to identify the causes of change in 

student performance and, as such, cannot be used to establish causality between experiences and 

achievement; as this extract has demonstrated, however, numbers, categories and statistics are 

‘central to achieving cybernetic input–output equations demanded by the contemporary 

neoliberal state’ (Lingard 2011: 365). William F. Russell once compared earlier approaches to 

pedagogy to John Dewey’s theory of pedagogy, stating that, ‘We only think when we have a 

problem, is the purport of Dewey’s work’ (Russell 1915: 34). Thus, to the extent that 

representations of the ‘problem’ shape how we think about potential solutions, the 

entextualization–recontextualization of experience as numbers—as indexes or approximations of 

phenomena that cannot be measured directly (Lowi 1991)—performs the indexical positioning of 

individuals within a dynamic system of self-positioning and social repositioning where ‘the 

movement of each redirects the whole and the whole redirects each’ (Day 2014: 71–72). When 

reconstructed and recontextualized through technocratic discourses that reify positivist logics of 

measurement and comparison, educational data ‘have less to do with representing conditions 

than with guiding behavior’, but as ‘the imperative mood tends to define the indicative’ (Porter 

1995: 43), what counts in education increasingly determines what is counted, who is accounted 

for, and how these accounts ‘loop back’ (Hacking 2007) to act on individuals and groups.  

In Extract 3, Betsy DeVos (2017–2019) orients to the 2018 NAEP—which she refers to 

as the Nation’s Report Card—as well as data from the Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) administered by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), to argue that a policy shift is urgently needed. Phrases that introduce or 

 
c https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/guides/scores_achv.aspx 
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provide evidence of the ‘problem’ and those that invite the audience to ‘check for themselves’ 

and reflect on the implications of the evidence have been bolded for emphasis. 

Extract 3 

1 DeVos: Why is [education] freedom so desperately needed today? Because what  

2  we’re doing—what we’ve been doing—isn’t working. Open up our  

3  Nation’s Report Card and you’ll see what I mean. Two in three of our  

4  nation’s eighth graders aren’t learning what they need to be prepared for  

5  their futures. And consider this—the United States ranks 24th in reading,  

6  25th in science, and 40th in math in the world. Think about that. These  

7  statistics have very real consequences for all our futures. 

 

The claim that current educational practices are not working for students is repeated in 

many of DeVos’s public appearances, often citing the same PISA scores, but in the context of 

this particular speech, which was delivered as part of her 2019 Education Freedom Tour, it 

serves to legitimate the necessity of school choice (i.e. alternatives to public education, including 

charter schools, private schools, online learning, and so on), which has been rebranded as 

[education] freedom (line 1). The Education Freedom Scholarships that the Trump 

administration has proposed would be privately funded by individuals and businesses, who 

would then receive a dollar-to-dollar tax credit in return for their contributions. The current 

administration’s budget for fiscal year 2020 includes a $5 billion tax expenditure for these 

credits, effectively resulting in up to $5 billion in lost revenue that could have been directed 

toward public services, including public education. The Department of Education has also 

proposed to reduce its budget by $8.8 million. These cuts have been justified on the basis that 

what we’re doing (lines 1–2) at the federal level isn’t working (line 2) at the national (lines 3–5) 

or international level (lines 5–6).  
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As we saw with Paige in Extract 2, the lack of modulation indicates that the mere 

presence of statistics, as forms of ‘existing discursivation’ or ‘collective symbolism’ (Jäger 

2001), provide enough of an external warrant (Dickerson 1997; Potter & Edwards 1990) to 

corroborate the speaker’s proposition. In connection with Thurlow’s (2006) analysis of 

numerical citations as rhetorical resources for constructing a ‘statistical panic’ (cf. Woodward 

1999) and Tannen’s (1989) work on the use of detail in conversation to create a sense of 

authenticity, the repetitive use of quantitative detail not only establishes the facticity of the 

position that what we’re doing … isn’t working (lines 1–2) but also implicates the collectivized 

public by contributing to social anxieties about the very real consequences that these numbers 

have for all our futures (line 7). 

The question in line 1 (Why is [education] freedom so desperately needed today?) is 

rhetorical in the sense that DeVos answers it herself, but it does give the sense that DeVos is 

‘dialoguing’ with others rather than delivering a monologue (Fairclough 2003: 175). She invites 

her audience to open up (line 2) the Nation’s Report Card as though it were a physical report 

card, framing the findings in terms of student preparedness without elaborating on what 

[students] need to be prepared for their futures (lines 4–5). DeVos then recommends that the 

audience consider (line 5) and think about (line 6) our international standings, which have very 

real consequences for all our futures (lines 7). The PISA results cited are based on a sample of 

15- and 16-year old students but are decontextualized and recontextualized as a context-free 

assessment that has implications for national security. This theme of individual preparedness as a 

proxy for national preparedness has been expressed repeatedly in the public discourse on 

education reform; Margaret Spellings (2005–2009), for example, similarly argued that, in a 
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world where ‘change is the only constant’, ‘Americans’ deserve ‘improved [student] 

performance’ and ‘students prepared to learn from day one’ (14 February 2005). Through the use 

of ANTICIPATORY DISCOURSE (Scollon & Scollon 2000), changes in the present are linked to a 

future that is uncertain and indeterminate, but one that we know we must be prepared for. The 

logic of preparedness does not attempt to prevent the occurrence of a future, but involves 

building a ‘resilient system … that can adapt, transform and recover post events’ (Anderson 

2010: 791). As the possibility of a resilient system depends on the resilience of its ‘components’, 

within this logic, monitoring and tracking individual students as legitimate anticipatory actions. 

These individualizing and totalizing logics and the logic of comparison (Nóvoa & Yariv-

Marshal 2003) are textured together in the next few extracts, taken from DeVos’s remarks on the 

2019 NAEP results at the National Press Club on October 30, 2019. To secure additional support 

for the claim that there is a literacy crisis in education, she refers to Peggy Carr, associate 

commissioner of the National Center for Education Statistics, who has stated that NAEP 

Proficiency is an ‘aspirational goal’.d What Porter has claimed about the power of numbers in 

general is particularly applicable to context-free, forward-looking assessments such as NAEP; 

they ‘have the power to create new things and transform the meaning of old things’ (1996: 19). 

In connection with Porter’s observations on the semiotic affordances of data, I have bolded 

visual metaphors of data and construals of data as ROADMAP, as well as abstract and specific 

references to the problems that appear to emerge from these data. 

Extract 4a 

1 DeVos: Since 1992, the Nation’s Report Card has provided a comprehensive view of  

2  the state of American education. It shows us where our students are, and 

 
d https://www.educationdive.com/news/naep-2019-reading-scores-drop-for-us-students-with-mixed-math-

results/566090/ 
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3  where they should go. It gives America’s parents, her teachers, and her 

4  leaders a detailed picture of student achievement—or, in all too many 

5  cases, a lack thereof.  

6   

7  Today, the Report Card will be opened by moms and dads across America.  

8  And it pains me to say they’re not going to like what they see. The numbers 

9  are reason for deep concern. The bottom line is this—this country has a  

10  student achievement crisis. And this is not new. For more than three  

11  decades, I—and many others—have said that America’s antiquated approach  

12  to education fails too many kids. 

13  [. . .] 

14  Blame the ‘experts’ who assure us each year that American education 

15  is doing okay. That our schools are good enough. ‘If you just look at these  

16  numbers hard enough,’ they say, ‘you’ll see some improvement in some  

17  subject for some students somewhere.’ And that might be true, but they’ve  

18  missed the forest for the trees. 

19   

20  We all heard Dr. Carr’s presentation. Our Nation’s Report Card shows that 

21  two-thirds of American students can’t read at grade level. Two out of three! 

   

Although the focus is on national data, DeVos draws on the logic of comparison to place 

the results within the context of international performance, stating that our children continue to 

fall further and further behind their international peers (lines 33–34). The data are 

metaphorically construed as a kind of visual aid, providing a comprehensive view of the state of 

American education (lines 1–2) and a detailed picture of student achievement (line 4), so that the 

audience can see where our students are (line 2) and determine for themselves the severity of the 

student achievement crisis (line 10).  

DeVos does not need the data to recognize this crisis, however, as they merely provide 

the empirical grounds for the claims she and many others (line 11) have been making for more 

than three decades (lines 10–11). Here, the ‘deployment of cited others’ serves as a ‘warranting 

device’ (Dickerson 1997: 36) that, together with the ‘precision and exactness’ of numerical data 

(van Dijk 1988: 84), establishes a hybrid or heteroglossic (cf. Bahktin 1981) formal-experiential 

rationality. Based on this hybrid form of reasoning, the cause of the present crisis lies with the 
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experts (line 14)—differentiated from the many others (line 1) with whom DeVos has aligned—

who have selectively read the numbers (line 16) to find some improvement in some subject for 

some students somewhere (lines 16–17) and, in the process, have missed the forest for the trees 

(line 18). In this construal, attention to the specific contexts in which data are produced can lead 

to misleading assumptions that fail to comprehend the larger situation, which is congruent with 

Duncan’s refrain that if something helps children, let’s do it (Extract 1b, lines 33–34) and with a 

more general faith in decontextualized numerical translations of student achievement that 

persists in the official discourse. DeVos claims that NAEP shows (line 20) that two-thirds of 

students cannot read at grade level (line 21) and, just as Paige did in Extract 2, without 

explaining that NAEP Proficiency represents ‘competency over challenging subject matter’ and 

is not synonymous with grade-level proficiency.e The use of repetition two-thirds … two out of 

three! (line 21) emphasizes the severity of the problem, which is largely manufactured.  

On its website,f NAEP states that 35 percent of fourth graders performed at or above the 

NAEP Proficient level, which is 1 point lower than in 2017 but 7 points higher in comparison to 

1992, the first reading assessment year. Based on NAEP’s criteria for achievement levels by 

grade, 10 points on the NAEP scale is estimated to correlate with a year’s worth of learning; 

given that the difference between Basic and Proficient as a fourth and eighth grader is 48 and 50, 

respectively, in math, and 35 and 43, respectively, in reading, for a student to remain at the same 

achievement level over four years, they would gain slightly over 10 points each year. While the 

increase in 7 points from 1992 could have been interpreted as an improvement, DeVos focuses 

on the negative—the two out of three (line 21) students who have not achieved NAEP 

 
e https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/guides/ 
f https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement?grade=4 
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Proficiency. A 2007 study by the American Institutes for Research projected the NAEP 

achievement levels onto the scale of the Third International Mathematics and Science Study 

(TIMSS) and found that even in Singapore, the top scoring nation on TIMSS that year, 27 

percent of eighth graders failed to achieve NAEP Proficiency in math. In other high-achieving 

nations (Japan, China, Korea, Hong Kong), 34 to 43 percent of students scored below the cutoff 

point for NAEP Proficiency. Even in Norway, which ranked above the U.S. in the 2016 Program 

for International Student Assessment (PISA), 91 percent of students would not achieve NAEP 

Proficiency, compared to 74 percent in the U.S.  

According to the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), NAEP achievement 

levels are performance standards that measure ‘what students should know and be able to do’ in 

order to ‘develop the knowledge and skills they need to compete in today’s global economy’.g 

Moreover, the authorizing legislation for the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) requires that the NAEP achievement levels be used on a trial basis until an independent 

evaluation determines that they are reasonable, valid, and informative to the public (20 USC 

§9622(e)(2)(C)). The achievement levels (Basic, Proficient, and Advanced) were provisionally 

defined by NAGB in May 1990. In 1993, the Government Accountability Office noted a number 

of validity issues with NAGB’s approach, chief among which was the application of the levels 

approach to the 1992 NAEP assessments  

 

before the reliability of the levels results had been fully evaluated, in the absence of any 

confirmation of the validity of the interpretations given for them, and against the advice 

of its evaluation team. … Decisions concerning publication of the 1992 NAEP 

mathematics results had to be made before these studies could be completed. The NCES 

prepublication review did not address the levels scores or the procedure by which they 

had been reached: these were taken as given. Rather, the review focused on the issue of 

 
g https://www.nagb.gov/focus-areas/NAEP-achievement-levels.html 
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valid inference—on whether NAGB'S statements and illustrations of what students at 

each level should be able to do were a valid basis for understanding what students at 

those levels actually can do, (GAO 1993: 55, 56, emphasis in original) 

 

In 1999, another independent evaluation determined that the process for setting NAEP 

achievement levels was ‘fundamentally flawed’ (National Research Council 1999: 7). As the 

most recent evaluation conducted in 2016 maintained that further evidence was needed to 

establish the reliability and validity of the levels approach, the NAEP achievement levels have 

effectively been used on a trial basis for nearly 30 years. When recontextualized, however, the 

mediational processes that shape the results are rendered invisible, and misleading interpretations 

conflating NAEP Proficiency with grade-level proficiency abound. 

Metaphorical construals of data as transparent or unmediated frame the meaning of data 

as ‘already there, just waiting to be uncovered’ rather than as inscribed by the act of analysis, and 

serve to distance the interpretation from the interpreter (Puschmann & Burgess 2014: 1699). As 

framing devices, these metaphors of data both reflect and reinforce public perceptions of the 

crisis (line 10) in education through the features and constraints they impose and, as a 

consequence, obscure the many ways in which data are socially constructed (Puschmann & 

Burgess 2014).  

In Extract 4b, the (already decontextualized) numerical data are recontextualized and 

(re)presented as line graphs (Figure 1), which are similar to metaphors in that they do not 

provide mimetic representations of reality but ‘render invisible the underlying data and the 

various algorithmic and statistical techniques performed on it, while rendering visible particular 

representations of that data’ (Williamson 2015: 131). The graphs presented display the average 

https://www.gao.gov/assets/160/153485.pdf
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/6296/grading-the-nations-report-card-evaluating-naep-and-transforming-the
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scores for fourth and eighth graders on NAEP reading and math assessments administered 

between 1992–2019.  

 

Figure 1. Recontextualization of NAEP scores from 1992 to 2019 

 

Only the 1992 and 2019 scores are labeled, and the intermediary years form an 

undifferentiated and uninspiring trend line. The y-axis, representing the average score, is divided 

into units of ten; as even a 2-point change in the national average can be statistically significant,h 

this has the effect of visually flattening the graphs. As NAEP has been administered 

continuously since 1969, the selection of 1992 as the reference point most likely has to do with 

the fact that achievement levels were not established until 1990, and then only on a trial basis.  

Another connection can be considered in light of DeVos’s remarks at the American 

Enterprise Institute conference, Bush-Obama School Reform: Lessons Learned, where she traced 

the origins of the ‘federal-first approach’ to 1992, when President George H. W. Bush’s America 

 
h https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/guides/scores_achv.aspx 
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2000 initiative operationalized the call for higher national standards expressed in A Nation at 

Risk (1983) and set the stage for subsequent reforms, including the Clinton administration’s 

Goals 2000, the Bush administration’s No Child Left Behind Act, and the Obama 

administration’s Race to the Top competitive grant program and the Every Student Succeeds Act 

(DeVos, 16 January 2018).  

The bolded terms in Extract 4b refer to abstract, decontextualized indexes of the state of 

education (achievement, scores) and those that evaluate students (qua student performance data) 

in visual-spatial terms (flat lines, below, plateaued, near the bottom) and by invoking the 

metaphor COMPETITION IS A RACE (Chilton & Lakoff 1995; Lakoff 2008; in relation to 

international comparisons of academic performance, Sellar & Lingard 2013, Lundgren 2011); 

once again, metaphorical framings of data shape the grounds of the debate through the features 

and constraints they impose (Puschmann & Burgess 2014: 1696).  

Extract 4b 

22  Today’s Report Card is essentially the same as the last one, and the one 

23  before that, and the one before that. In fact, student achievement hasn’t 

24  changed much since 1992. 

25   

26  I invite you to look at this slide. Flat lines. Barely any change. Now I know 

27  some will say, ‘Wait! There was some improvement in math in the 1990s.’ 

28  Well, that was a quarter century ago. And even today, we have some– some 

29  have said we have ‘dramatically narrowed the achievement gap.’ That is  

30  flat out not true. 

31   

32  In reality, scores have not improved enough. Achievement has not improved 

33  enough. And our children continue to fall further and further behind their 

34  international peers. In fact, too many American students who were already  

35  low-achieving are worse off today. While our best-performing students have 

36  plateaued, those near the bottom, our most vulnerable, have fallen even  

37  further behind. 

38   

39  34 percent of our nation’s fourth graders are what the Report Card calls 

40  ‘below basic’ readers. Appallingly, nearly half of fourth graders who 

41  qualify for free and reduced lunch are ‘below basic.’ But let’s be honest 

https://escholarship.org/content/qt9n6745m6/qt9n6745m6.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03050068.2013.770943
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Miguel_Pereyra2/publication/321610785_Pisa_Under_Examination_Changing_Knowledge_Changing_Tests_and_Changing_Schools/links/5b977ac392851c78c41c48af/Pisa-Under-Examination-Changing-Knowledge-Changing-Tests-and-Changing-Schools.pdf#page=27
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42  about what ‘below basic’ really is—they can’t read. And their scores are 

43  getting worse. In case you’re missing the obvious, that, my friends, is the 

44  headline. 

   
   

The ‘federal-first approach’ maps perfectly onto the timeframe highlighted in DeVos’s 

presentation and, hence, the results of that approach can be mapped onto the current student 

achievement crisis (Extract 4a, line 10) and visually mapped onto the flat lines (Extract 4b, line 

26) depicted in the graphs. When they are decentered and decontextualized as ‘data inscriptions’ 

in subsequent meaning-making contexts, visual graphs have a projective or prospective horizon 

in terms of the analyses they help develop and the actions taken on the basis of these analyses 

(Goodwin 1995: 272). DeVos draws attention to the flat lines (line 26) in the graphs to indicate a 

lack of progress, adding a visual element to the numerical ‘translation’ (Koyama & Menken 

2013) or entextualization of students and their educational experiences as quantifiable data.  

As Goodwin (1995: 238, 260) has noted, graphs are not ‘flat, timeless, two-dimensional 

inscriptions’, but instead constitute spatial arenas which provide an ‘architecture’ for the 

perception, monitoring and production of meaningful action. Instruments for measuring different 

aspects of the education system provide researchers and policymakers ‘with perceptual access to 

the world they are sampling, while simultaneously shaping what they are able to see there’, 

namely those properties of the system that can be captured and made visible as ‘organized 

patterns’ (Goodwin 1995: 250). Graphical displays or representations provide a way of ‘seeing’ 

changes that create differentiated roles and responsibilities—different ways of being and of 

(inter)acting—for those who are expected to respond to these changes. The graphs presented by 

DeVos are themselves recontextualizations of the graphs presented on the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) website. As literacy is the focus of contention in this speech, only 
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the graphs displaying NAEP reading assessment results for fourth and eighth graders are shown 

here (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Trend in NAEP reading average scores, by grade 

 

Compared to the graphs presented by DeVos (Figure 1), the graphs presented on the 

NCES website provide substantially more context, including the average scores at each year and 

indicating which scores represent a statistically significant difference from 2019. The translations 

that occur between the ‘official’ representation of the results and their visual and linguistic 

representation in DeVos’s speech can be viewed as INTERSEMIOTIC to the extent that a given 

semiotic system takes as its ‘expression plane’ another semiotics (Eco 1976: 55, cited in Iedema 

2001: 24). Students’ experiences are turned into ‘scores’, which are aggregated as ‘averages’ and 

disaggregated by demographic characteristics as ‘subgroup performance’, which are then 

represented as visual graphs, statistical reports, data dashboards, ‘highlights’ and summaries, and 

even ‘data explorers’ which let users create customized ‘statistical tables, charts, maps to help 

you find answers … as well as information about factors that may be related to student learning’.i 

With each step the RESEMIOTIZATION process ‘shifts its focal point towards increasingly durable 

 
i https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/landing 
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semiotic manifestations’ (Iedema 2001: 32), while simultaneously distancing itself from the 

contextual, situated practices that created it. By the time the data are recontextualized in the 

speech, they have already undergone a number of transformations and abstractions; the meanings 

that are ‘stored’ in the data are those which have been accepted without challenge, ‘thereby 

perpetuating the kinds of social relations and understandings that gave rise to them across time 

and space’ (Iedema 2001: 32). 

At the same time, as Lowi has observed, one of the limitations of indexes such as 

assessment data is that they do not foreclose the possibility of ‘self-interested interpretation’ by 

partisans in the policymaking process (1991: 15). Anticipating some resistance by those claiming 

that there has been some success in closing the achievement gap (line 29), DeVos makes the 

categorical assertion (Fairclough 2003) that this is flat out not true (line 30) even though the 

graph itself does not display disaggregated performance data, which frequently serves as an 

index for the severity of the gap. The reality (line 32), she claims, is that scores and achievement 

(line 32) have not improved enough (lines 32, 33), particularly for the most problematized 

subgroups of students—students who were already low achieving (lines 34–35), our most 

vulnerable students (line 36), ‘below basic’ readers (line 40), students who qualify for free and 

reduced lunch (lines 40–41), which functions as proxy for students from low-income families, 

and the matrix of students who are classified as both low income and as ‘below basic’ readers 

(line 40). DeVos concludes that the real headline (line 44) is not that students are getting worse 

(line 43), but that their scores are (line 42).  

Given DeVos’s track record with the media, this use of headline (line 44) may serve to 

reorient the audience’s attention to the student achievement crisis (line 10). As the crisis (line 10) 
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has very real consequences for all our futures (Extract 3, line 7), the implication is that there 

should be a shared consensus on the strategic goals or outcomes of education reform (e.g. 

quantifiable improvement in student performance, securing the nation’s global competitiveness). 

While the ends should be determined in advance, there should be freedom (Extract 3, line 1) and 

variation in the means for achieving those ends.  

References to disaggregated numerical data (i.e. scores, lines 32, 42) and their 

nominalization and abstraction as student achievement (line 23) are repeated several times, but 

gradually intensify: 

student achievement hasn’t changed much 
 

barely any change 
 

scores have not improved enough 
 

achievement has not improved enough 
 

scores are getting worse 

 

The claim that scores are getting worse (lines 42–43) refers to a specific group of 

students, namely the subset of fourth graders who both qualify for free and reduced lunch (line 

41) and are classified as ‘below basic’ readers. However, as NAEP is a sample study, not a 

longitudinal study that tracks the same cohort over time, DeVos’s claim that these students’ 

scores are getting worse (line 43) amounts to suggesting that every new cohort scores worse than 

the previous cohort. It is unclear whether this is meant to be deliberately misleading, or if this 

explanation is the result of some misunderstanding, but in any case, the numbers are evaluated 

through progressively more negative lexis—they are stagnating at first, then they have failed to 

improve enough and finally, they are getting worse. An ongoing concept formation takes place, 

with each new expression contributing to a more multifaceted ‘global’ concept that incorporates 

the semantic features of all the previous expressions (van Leeuwen 2008: 19). In this case, an 
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element of evaluation (their scores are getting worse) is added to the recontextualization of 

students as numerical scores and lines on a graph. The need to rhetorically strengthen the validity 

of this representation—and, hence, the severity of the ‘problem’—through repetition ‘signals it 

as a point of contestation, but masks the tension there by engaging only one worldview over 

others’ (Cohen 2010: 112). 

In the next part of the speech, after elaborating on the ‘problems’ that emerge from this 

comprehensive view of the state of American education (Extract 4b, lines 1–2), DeVos then shifts 

to highlight some examples of ‘best practice’ from Florida. Terms that are related to the 

neoliberal emphasis on market rationality (e.g. accountability, transparency) and logics of 

comparison and difference are bolded to direct attention to how these pattern with the ‘solution’ 

that is presented. 

Extract 4c 

45  Some states have taken hard looks at what they’ve been doing, and some  

46  have decided to do something different. [. . .] Let’s consider Florida. Students 

47  there outperform nearly every other state, but the state’s story wasn’t always  

48  full of sunshine. Many there will remember when students only needed a 1.5  

49  GPA to graduate high school. That was borne out in the state’s ranking on  

50  the Nation’s Report Card. Florida consistently ranked among the lowest-  

51  achieving states. 

52   

53  Like everywhere else in the country, Florida’s families were fed up with 

54  failure. Sick of the status quo. And they demanded better. Doing better  

55  began with introducing education freedom. Public charter schools, tax-  

56  credit scholarship programs, education savings accounts, vouchers. Students 

57  in Florida have more mechanisms for education freedom than anywhere else 

58  in the country. More keys to unlock opportunities. More ways to learn and 

59  grow. Importantly, doing better also meant improved achievement in  

60  traditional public schools. Transparency for parents, accountability for  

61  schools, flexibility for school leaders, respect for teachers with rewards for  

62  great ones, and a strong focus on literacy for all students. 

63   

64  And today, Florida’s students are doing better. The Sunshine State went  

65  from the bottom 10 to the top 10 by nearly every measure. Today, dollars  

66  invested versus Report Card results, taxpayers in Florida get the best return  

67  on investment. 
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DeVos rearranges several elements of the Florida story (line 47). Students in Florida may 

currently outperform nearly every other state (line 47), but many there will remember (line 48) a 

time when students were held to much lower expectations, which was borne out in the state’s 

ranking on the Nation’s Report Card (lines 49–50). We have moved from Florida’s present 

status as an exemplary ‘case’ to its previous status as one of the lowest-achieving states (lines 

50–51), differentiated only on the basis of its poor performance. By highlighting Florida as a 

state that has decided to do something different (line 46), DeVos demonstrates that 

 
Governing through evidence is not only about governing by numbers but also includes a 

mode of governing by examples. […] In contrast to centrally initiated and organized 

reform policies that are typical for a social welfare agenda, there is a clear focus on local 

reform or innovation initiated by local actors. The field of practice, including member 

states, schools, teacher, is framed as a field of learning in view of optimal performance, 

and hence, in need of specific evidence: knowledge on what works (better). (Simons 

2015: 715, 716, italics in original) 

 

Crucially, ‘governing by example’ is also ‘governing by comparison’ in that the act of 

differentiating an individual actor or group of social actors from a similar actor or group 

establishes a difference between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (van Leeuwen 2008: 40; van Leeuwen & 

Wodak 1999), constructing both an exemplary ‘case’ and an undifferentiated ‘other’. 

Comparison thus functions as an ‘ordering mechanism’ that ‘constitutes realities and possibilities 

to change those realities’ (Nóvoa & Yariv-Marshal 2003, cited in Simons 2015: 720). In this 

case, states that have taken hard looks at what they’ve been doing (line 45) and those that have 

decided to do something different (line 46) are differentiated from those that have not. As the 

clauses in which these two groups are named are paratactically related, i.e. are grammatically 

‘equal’ or ‘coordinate’ (Fairclough 2003: 92; Halliday & Matthiessen 2004), there seems to be a 

relation of cause and effect: 
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(lines 45–46) Some states have taken hard looks at what they’ve been doing,  

and [PARATAXIS] some have decided to do something different. 

 

A possible reading here is that states that have taken hard looks at what they’ve been doing (line 

45) have subsequently decided to do something different (line 46), which posits that action 

follows knowledge. Florida is particularized and nominated as an example of a state that has 

assessed its present condition, rejected the status quo (line 54) and demanded better (line 54). 

Florida’s families (line 53) are given agency, to an extent—they were fed up with failure (lines 

53–54) and sick of the status quo (line 54) and they demanded better (line 54). The first two 

descriptions concern affect rather than action, however, and the only action they do perform is 

expressed as a verbal reporting of a proposal (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004). Failure (line 54) is 

objectivated and nominalized in order to concentrate on the policy actions which presumably 

counteract it (van Leeuwen 2008: 72)—public charter schools, tax-credit scholarship programs, 

education savings accounts, vouchers (lines 55–56). 

Students in Florida now have access to (line 57) these and other mechanisms for 

education freedom (line 57) and, through a logic of appearances characteristic of policy texts 

(Fairclough 2003), they also have more keys to unlock opportunities (line 58) and more ways to 

learn and grow (lines 58–59), implying that greater variation in the education marketplace leads 

to improvement. DeVos also claims that doing better meant improved achievement in traditional 

public schools (lines 59–60), presumably by means of transparency for parents (line 60), 

accountability for schools (lines 60–61), flexibility for school leaders (line 61), rewards for great 

[teachers] (lines 61–62) and a strong focus on literacy for all students (line 62); importantly, 

these are all directed toward traditional public schools (line 60), and not those subsumed under 

mechanisms for education freedom (line 57).  
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Terms such as transparency (line 60) and accountability (line 60), associated with the 

‘governance turn’, position this text within a neoliberal values system (Fairclough 2003: 198) 

that subjects public education and the students within it to a market-oriented regime of ‘coercive 

accountability’ (Shore & Wright 1999) and permanent visibility to ensure that taxpayers (line 

66) get the best return on investment (lines 66–67). The economic metaphor of investment 

indicates the instrumental, exchange-value logic that drives the mechanisms (line 57) for 

achieving neoliberal goals of social justice (Mulderrig 2003). In Florida’s case, doing better 

(lines 54, 59) required mechanisms for education freedom (line 57) together with improved 

achievement in traditional public schools (lines 59–60), which are construed as ‘solutions’ to the 

abstract, nominalized ‘problem’ of failure (line 54). Transparency (line 60) and accountability 

(line 60) are identified as the means of governance necessary for achieving one of these 

solutions—improved achievement in traditional public schools (lines 59–60)—but not the other. 

While DeVos does not explicitly call on states to develop more sophisticated data systems as 

previous Secretaries have done, holding public schools accountable for results necessarily 

requires the development and implementation of database technologies that make them visible 

and thus (ac)countable. 

In the next extract, we return to Rod Paige (2001–2005) at the annual Back to School 

Address delivered at the National Press Club on September 4, 2001. Paige mobilizes ‘the power 

of the example’ (Simon 2015) to promote data-driven approaches to the ‘surveillance, diagnosis, 

and the possible transformation of individuals’ (Foucault 2007: 5) as both (local, situated, 

iterative) practice and (context-free, generalizable) theory. Key terms are bolded to direct 
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attention to the transition from the population to the individual, from accounting to 

accountability, from past to present. 

Extract 5 

1 Paige: In Florida, I visited Lancaster Elementary School, which has a huge migrant 

2  population. The principal, Joan Mahoney, uses testing effectively to track  

3  the progress of each student, to tailor teaching to each child’s strengths  

4  and weaknesses, and to make sure no child falls through the cracks. Thanks 

5  to strong accountability systems that align assessment to what the state says 

6  our children should learn, Lancaster has gone from a low-performing school  

7  to a high-performing one. 

 

Paige describes how testing (line 2)—the process of examination and the forms of knowledge 

generated by this process—has been effectively utilized (line 2) to continuously monitor and 

track the progress of each student (lines 2–3) and tailor instruction (line 3) to accommodate each 

child’s strengths and weaknesses (lines 3–4). The principal, the exemplary ‘case’, is nominated 

and personalized; the migrant population (lines 1–2), on the other hand, is categorized and 

classified in terms of the discontinuous school attendance patterns of the individuals that 

comprise it. Under NCLB, ‘migrant youth’ are assimilated into the categories of ‘at-risk youth’ 

(20 USC 6454 §1424), and ‘students with special educational needs’ (20 USC 6454 §1504, 

5451). This instance of recontextualization thus indexes other classificatory categories that are 

frequently problematized in the public discourse on education reform. 

Paige attributes the school’s improvement to its adherence to strong accountability 

systems that align assessment to what the state says our children should learn (lines 5–6). 

Although assessments are administered by teachers, they are deleted in the process of 

recontextualization (van Leeuwen 2008); strong accountability systems (line 5), not the 

professional judgment of individual teachers, are positioned as responsible for [aligning] 
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assessment to what the state says our children should learn (lines 5–6). The transparent, 

(ac)countable classroom is individualizing, continuously [tracking] the progress of each student 

(lines 2–3); it produces a knowledge of each individual student qua individual data points that 

allows teachers to tailor teaching to each child’s strengths and weaknesses (lines 3–4); and it 

ensures that no child falls through the cracks (line 4). This metaphorical expression invokes the 

PIPELINE metaphor (Metcalf 2014: 77–78) often used to construe students’ progress through the 

education system over time as a linear set of steps through various stages of education (e.g. 

Plugging the Cracks in the Postdoctoral Pipeline, High-stakes plumbing in the twenty-first 

century: Fixing the cracks in the academic pipeline). The implication is that, if teachers are not 

monitoring student progress and individualizing instruction accordingly, students may fall 

through the cracks of the education pipeline and fail to progress to the next stage of the pipeline.  

Paige claims that these reforms have resulted in improved performance, but the migrant 

population (lines 1–2) does not resurface in his speech, and is ‘absorbed’ (Willse 2008) and 

assimilated as part of the larger data body represented by the numerical performance of the 

school. It is Lancaster (line 6) not the migrant population (lines 1–2) or even the overall student 

population—that is nominated and given agency, that has gone from low-performing (line 6) to 

high-performing (line 7). Data, in this case, can facilitate invisibility as well as visibility.  

This next extract, from Arne Duncan’s (2009–2015) first appearance at the National 

Press Club on May 29, 2009, illustrates how the individualizing logics of comprehensive data 

collection are positioned within the ‘field of visibility’ (Foucault 1979: 202) imposed upon the 

education system. Terms relating to the functions and goals of comprehensive, data-driven 

reform have been bolded for emphasis. 
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Extract 6 

1 Duncan: We want to get dramatically better. Again, with unprecedented resources, we 

2  have to have unprecedented reform. […] What does that look like? A couple 

3  things—first of all, we’re asking every state, ‘Do you have comprehensive 

4  data systems? Do you have an ability to track your children from the  

5  earliest of ages, not just through high school, but on to college?’ Children  

6  cannot fall through the cracks. Children cannot afford to get lost. We can’t 

7  afford to not know how they are doing. 

   
   

Duncan invokes the PIPELINE metaphor in describing the necessity of P–16 data systems that can 

track … children from the earliest of ages, not just through high school, but on to college (lines 

3–5). He extends the spatial sense of track (line 4)—as a path to follow, and as following the 

path of another—claiming that children cannot afford to get lost (lines 6). Reversing this 

statement, we find that we cannot afford to lose children. The subsequent claim that we can’t 

afford to not know how they are doing (lines 6–7) sets up an equivalence between losing children 

and not knowing how they are doing.  

This orientation is continuous with the individualizing logics of ‘child accounting’ 

research and practice in the early twentieth century. Experts within the field argued that the 

continuous maintenance of records containing ‘the data necessary for guiding the child while he 

is the responsibility of the school’ would not only provide ‘an understanding of the child’s 

present status’, but would serve as ‘a basis for the prediction of his future development’ and thus 

would ‘aid in judging his vocational and educational limitations’ (Silverman 1943: 223, 226–28). 

Provided that the premise was accepted that ‘the child as an individual is the prime concern of 

education, … it follows that in order to translate this concern into action, educators must first of 

all know the child’ (Silverman 1943: 226). Technological developments in data storage, 

processing, and visualization, together with a shift from ‘inputs’ to ‘outputs’ (e.g. graduation 

rates, employment outcomes), reflect and reinforce new ways of ‘knowing’ students and new 
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ways of ‘translating’ or recontextualizing concerns (e.g. about market productivity, economic 

security, national competitiveness) into action. 

Despite having unprecedented resources (line 1), we cannot afford to have even a single 

child leave their schooling, and they cannot afford the consequences of leaving. The goal is to 

track (line 4) individual students not just through high school, but on to college (line 5); that is, 

the administration’s unprecedented (line 2) vision for reform involves ensuring not just that 100 

percent of students graduate from high school, but that they enroll (and presumably complete) 

college as well. We, the nation (line 6), are collectivized and collectively implicated—we cannot 

afford anything less.  

Comprehensive data systems (lines 3–4) are construed as the means of ensuring 

comprehensive knowledge over the system and its subjects that will lead to the comprehensive 

(line 3), unprecedented reform (line 2) envisioned in Duncan’s speech—presumably by enabling 

the kinds of individualized instruction and continuous visibility Paige called for in Extract 5. The 

goal of systemic reform is contextualized in ways that frame the solution in terms of 

systematically examining (Extract 1b, line 38) and monitoring individual student progress, rather 

than in terms of addressing systemic barriers to achievement. The ‘pipeline’ model of education 

was originally developed in the 1970s to quantify and predict the number of scientists and 

engineers needed to meet national competitiveness needs (Metcalf 2014), and even if the origins 

of the term have been mostly forgotten, the discourse of competitiveness out of which it emerged 

continues to frame its use today. Continuously monitoring individuals’ movements through the 

‘pipeline’ is presumed to secure the optimal performance of every individual and, by extension, 

the optimal performance of the nation. Every level of the education system, from the earliest of 
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ages to high school to college (lines 4–6), is controlled to avert what is presumably damaging to 

the social order, for example, students who fall through the cracks or get lost (line 6)—students 

exiting the education system without continuing on to postsecondary education and earning a 

degree or credential of some kind. The educational space becomes a ‘field of … normative 

reminders’ targeted at institutions, administrative staff, educators, and students themselves, 

modifying motivations and behaviors toward increasing graduation rates and decreasing dropout 

rates (Lianos 2003: 420). This form of relational control is activated in response to a person or a 

behavior that seems to indicate the possibility of educational trouble ‘without predetermining a 

threshold of tolerance, but by monitoring what happens and negotiating its limits’ (Lianos 2003: 

420). The surveilling gaze is ‘selective and contains a large part of preconception as to who and 

what is suspect’ (Lianos 2003: 421), so that a considerable gap emerges between the assessment 

of a first-generation, minoritized college student, constituted by default as a source of risk, and 

that of a more ‘traditional’ student who, as the next extract would indicate, is quickly becoming a 

‘minority’ in higher education. 

In Extract 7, Margaret Spellings (2005–2009) describes the intended policy goals of 

expanding the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) to include individual 

student records rather than aggregate summary statistics. In her prepared remarks at the National 

Press Club on November 9, 2006, Spellings discusses the findings of the report of the 

Commission on the Future of Higher Education, also known as the Spellings Commission, in 

which the incompleteness of available data was construed as a barrier to understanding issues of 

college access, affordability, accountability and innovation. The extract presented below was 

taken from a question and answer session following her prepared remarks. The shift from 
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ongoing developments in the present to the changes that will result is bolded to direct attention to 

the use of anticipatory discourse (Scollon & Scollon 2000; de Saint-Georges 2013), and its 

patterning with vague quantifiers (Wodak & de Cillia 2007: 329; Fairclough 2003: 55; Channell 

1994), to project epistemic certainty about the future and the actions that must be taken in the 

present to prepare for this future. 

Extract 7 

1 Spellings: I think [the purpose of a federal student unit record system] is to foster more  

2  facility of information. Right now, at the Department of Education, we  

3  collect a lot of information through IPEDS and can tell you right now  

4  virtually everything you want to know about a first-time, full-time, non- 

5  transfer degree-seeking student, but as you all know better than anybody, I  

6  mean, that’s fewer and fewer students all the time, and that will become  

7  an even smaller percentage as we become a nation of lifelong learners 

8  and as we, God willing, ratchet up the number of Americans who have  

9  access to postsecondary education.  

   

   

A discourse of inclusion legitimates the expanding federal gaze on the basis that the population 

of students we know virtually everything about (line 4) represents a minority (line 6, fewer and 

fewer students all the time) in the higher education system. These students—first-time, full-time, 

non-transfer degree-seeking students (lines 4–5)—represent the ‘traditional’ college experience, 

but the evolving higher education ‘landscape’ and the entry of ‘underserved and nontraditional 

groups who make up an ever-greater proportion of the population’ (Commission on the Future of 

Higher Education 2006: xi, 8) means that ‘traditional’ students will become an even smaller 

percentage [of the student population] as we become a nation of lifelong learners (lines 6–7). As 

Secretary of Education, Spellings has the ‘socially ratified power of prediction’ (Fairclough 

2003: 167)—despite vague representations of what we know about the present situation (a lot of 

information, virtually everything, fewer and fewer, even smaller percentage)—and the lack of 

modulation in these lines expresses total certainty in the version of the future articulated within 
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it; we are collectivized again, reimagined as the nation of lifelong learners (line 7) that we will 

inevitably become.  

In their report, the Spellings Commission proposed replacing IPEDS with a ‘privacy-

protected higher education information system that collects, analyzes and uses student-level data 

as a vital tool for accountability, policy-making, and consumer choice’ (2006: 22). IPEDS 

constitutes the major postsecondary education data reporting process used in the United States 

and requires institutions to report specific output measures, including first-year retention rates 

and graduation rates, in order to maintain their eligibility to award Title IV financial aid. It is for 

this reason that Johnson characterizes IPEDS as a disciplinary system, as these output measures 

‘establish the norm to which judgment is oriented: universities exist not in order to increase 

students’ intellectual capabilities but in order to award degrees within the amount of time a 

normal person takes to get through the program’; thus, the data that are reported and analyzed 

construe a particular vision of education (credentialing) and of student success (completion) 

(2014: 269–270). With the move to measure the ‘quality of learning outcomes’ and the 

‘economic value of a college education’ (Commission on the Future of Higher Education 2006: 

12), education is further construed as an object of measurement and analysis and as a market 

service, and students as market goods or commodities. 

In Extract 8, Arne Duncan (2009–2015) addresses the Council of Chief State School 

Officers and State Higher Education Executive Officers at a joint meeting held on July 16, 2010. 

By this time, the federal student unit record system proposed by Margaret Spellings in Extract 7 

is no longer a political possibility, as an amendment to prohibit federal student-level data has 

been added to the Higher Education Act reauthorization bill and signed into law in August 2008. 
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Bolded terms relate to the strategic goal of integrated data systems, which are presumed ‘to 

crowd out uncertainty and lack of control’ (Andrejevic 2019: 9) in the ‘society of risk’ 

(Woodward 1999: 187) we are positioned within. 

Extract 8 

1 Duncan: As you know, Congress has passed a law that rightly prohibits the  

2  development of a national longitudinal data system. States are the best place  

3  to develop longitudinal data systems. But we can and we should have state  

4  data systems that can communicate with each other. I think back to  

5  Hurricane Katrina in 2005, when the need for comparable data and  

6  interoperable systems really hit home after tens of thousands of students  

7  were displaced from their schools and student records had to be shared across  

8  states with a week’s notice.  

9  [. . .] 

10  I am confident that robust data systems can be built, while still protecting  

11  privacy. The Department has created a technical working group to address  

12  comparability, consistency of data, and ease of sharing data. I want to  

13  thank CCSSO and SHEEO for being part of that group and for working  

14  toward a core set of standard data definitions, codes, and business rules. 

15  Voluntary common data standards are going to be the key to keeping  

16  pace with today’s highly mobile students. 

   

 

The referent of today’s highly mobile students (line 16) could potentially include students 

who are voluntarily mobile, such as transfer students, as well as those who are involuntarily 

mobile, such as students who were displaced (line 7) by Hurricane Katrina. In any case, data 

standardization is the key to keeping pace (line 15) with both students and (their reliance on) 

their records in a world characterized by movement, instability, and differential mobilities (e.g. 

Blommaert 2010). Data standards can be viewed as a ‘force for arranging technical relationships’ 

(Willse 2008: 233) between technologies, agencies, individual actors, and the Department of 

Education by transforming the unit record from ‘embedded text’ to ‘genre’: the records that are 

kept should ‘provide an easily recognizable template through the information they contain and 

the way in which [they are] structured’ (Philips, Lawrence and Hardy 2004: 644) in order to 
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ensure comparability, consistency of data, and ease of sharing data (line 12). In this way, data 

standardization embeds networking capacities within data elements so that ‘elements produced in 

different locales, through different databasing technologies, can be connected together, and set to 

new relationships’ (Willse 2008: 235).  

Moreover, data standardization establishes the ‘hidden rules’ that define what will be 

made ‘visible’ within a dataset and which activities may be monitored and reported, thus shaping 

how universities may be known, perceived and potentially intervened-upon (Williamson 2018: 

13, 14). As states have been encouraged to develop and implement P–20W longitudinal data 

systems that ‘capture’ data from early childhood, elementary, secondary, postsecondary, and 

workforce sources, standardizing any of these would effectively standardize—and shape the 

values, practices and possibilities of—the entirety of the education continuum or ‘pipeline’. 

Control over data infrastructure is a ‘mode of data politics’ since it enables infrastructure owners 

to ‘know, measure and fit into standard categories those subjects and processes that are 

integrated into the infrastructure’ (Williamson 2018: 22).  

Duncan emphasizes the importance of infrastructural connectivity, arguing that state data 

systems should be able to communicate (line 4) with each other—but the subject of that 

‘conversation’ has to do with student records (line 7), not the students themselves. While he 

acknowledges the federal prohibition, he points to the need for comparable data and 

interoperable systems that really hit home in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina (lines 5–6). The 

metaphorical force of hit home (line 6) calls forth the physical impact of the hurricane to imply 

that the importance of comparable data (line 5) and interoperable systems (line 6) was not fully 

realized until after the infrastructural and institutional effects of the hurricane had destabilized 
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the education system. In a January 2010 interview on Washington Watch with Roland Martin,j 

Duncan had argued that Hurricane Katrina had been an effective force for change in New 

Orleans—perhaps taking creative disruption too literally: 

 

This is a tough thing to say, but let me be really honest. I think the best thing that 

happened to the education system in New Orleans was Hurricane Katrina. That education 

system was a disaster, and it took Hurricane Katrina to wake up the community to say 

that ‘we have to do better.’  

 

In this construal, a natural disaster like Hurricane Katrina had to strike—had to hit home 

(line 6)—before the community could confront the ‘disaster’ at home. When faced with criticism 

for his remarks on Katrina at a town hall meeting in 2012, Duncan maintained that while ‘it 

shouldn’t take a natural disaster, a tragedy to give children a great education … [and] to 

challenge the status quo’, the education system in New Orleans had been ‘dysfunctional’ and ‘by 

any single measure those children in New Orleans today are getting a much better education than 

pre-Katrina’ (Duncan, 8 March 2012). Neither the measures nor the indicators of a ‘better 

education’ are specified here, but as the collapse of the education system post-Katrina led to the 

proliferation of privately operated, publicly funded, data-driven charter ‘networks’ and the 

erosion of public education, it is likely that this new wave of market-oriented, ‘disruptive’ 

approaches to education aligns with Duncan’s commitment to ‘challeng[ing] the status quo’. The 

calculative practices of accounting, which translate what is counted (through performance 

measures) into what counts (performance), can be viewed as mediating instruments (Miller & 

O’Leary 2007) that operate as means of representation and means of intervention, linking 

 
j https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/01/29/AR2010012903259.html?hpid=topnews 
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together different actors and aspirations into an ‘operating assemblage’ of social relations based 

on an idealized vision of market rationality (Miller 2014: 239, 240).  

 In this final extract, which contributed to the title of this thesis, I turn back to Rod Paige 

(2001–2005) to consider how the logic of (ac)counting is textured together with arguments in 

support of the Bush administration’s education proposals, In a speech delivered on May 31, 

2001, just a few weeks prior to the Senate vote on the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), Paige 

contextualizes the findings of a recent NCES report entitled The Condition of Education, 2001, 

which he describes as a ‘snapshot of our national condition of education’, in relation to the 

‘demonstrated bipartisan support’ he has seen for the No Child Left Behind Act.  

Paige states that he is reasonably confident that NCLB will be implemented in time to 

become a ‘roadmap for unprecedented change in how our system of education works to meet the 

needs of America’s students’—data-driven reform, then, can serve as a ROADMAP for change just 

as much as the data themselves (Extract 1a, line 11). In the context of the present discussion on 

statistical trends in ‘student performance and attainment’, he reminds the audience that NCLB is 

founded on ‘common sense principles that have been proven to be effective in achieving those 

goals’. After drawing attention to several areas for improvement, Paige states that the NCES 

report ‘can also point us to solutions’, and describes some of the ways in which the 

administration’s education agenda aligns with the recommendations described in the report. 

In his conclusion, which is presented in Extract 9, Paige succinctly describes the stance 

toward monitoring and measurement that has been reiterated across administrations. Terms 

relating to the theme of demonstrating responsibility through quantification have been bolded for 

emphasis. 
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Extract 9 

1 Paige: We must keep track of everyone and make excuses for no one. The 

2  measure of our commitment to students is our commitment to measuring 

3  their performance. 

4   

5  This department will continue to support rigorous research and analysis of  

6  student progress, and I am proud of the role that our research will play in  

7  President Bush’s reform agenda. With that commitment to measurement  

8  and research, I look forward to future editions of The Condition of Education 

9  report and to sharing with you the positive results of No Child Left Behind. 

   

Paige insists that we must count everyone (line 1) and discount no one (line 1)—except 

for charter schools, private schools, voucher programs, students with disabilities, students who 

benefit from categorically funded programs, and so on—if we want to hold (public) schools 

accountable for results. He eloquently states that the measure of our commitment to students is 

our commitment to measuring their performance (lines 1–3). This use of antimetabole sets up a 

reciprocal relationship between the paired units by retaining the key terms but switching their 

relative positions: 

            A                        B                                             B                                      A 

The measure of our commitment to students is our commitment to measuring their performance 

This reciprocity is linguistically realized in the relational clause construction (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2004), which renders the measure of our commitment to students (lines 1–2) as 

equivalent to our commitment to measuring their performance (lines 2–3). This clause could be 

rephrased, with minimal loss of meaning, in this way: The measure of our commitment is our 

commitment to measurement. Through syntactic manipulation and strategic semantics, and their 

iconic realization through antimetabole (Fahnestock 2011: 235), the Department’s responsibility 

for acting in the best interests of its constituency is limited to the quantification and measurement 

(line 7) of students’ performance (line 3), which serves as a proxy of their progress (line 6). 
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The conjunction and (line 9) suggests that Paige not only looks forward (line 8) to future 

editions (line 8) of The Condition of Education, but also to seeing the positive results of NCLB 

(line 9) reflected in the findings, taking for granted that a commitment to measurement and 

research (lines 7–8) is both necessary and sufficient to produce positive results (line 9). This use 

of ‘prospective intertextuality’ (Lemke 1991: 35) or anticipatory discourse (Scollon & Scollon 

2000; de Saint-Georges 2013) not only predicts that NCLB will be voted into law but that it will 

have demonstrated positive results (line 9) in time to be included in the next NCES report, 

constituting a strategic projection not only of future visions and actions but also future texts 

(Dunmire 2005, 2011; Hodges 2008). There is nothing strategic or political about this claim, 

however, within the logical positivism and linear thinking that drive the public discourse on 

education reform, wherein data-driven transparency is construed as generating accountability, 

which then generates positive results (line 9).  

In the Secretaries’ public discourse, legitimation by authorization is generally realized by 

reference to the authority of experts (e.g. statisticians, researchers) and exemplary role models 

(e.g. states, districts, schools, teachers). References to customs, ‘what we have always done’ or 

what previous administrations have done, frequently serve to legitimate disrupting the ‘status 

quo’ to introduce new and innovative solutions, a form of governing by ‘what works’ (e.g. 

Simons 2015, Ozga 2008). Additionally, market-based accountability reforms targeted at public 

schools are often legitimated by reference to the role-based authority of parents; the argument 

that is typically made is that, as parents know what is best for their child, they deserve to know 

how their child’s school is doing (in terms of performance data) so that they can decide whether 

they need to consider other ‘options’ for their child. This argument is ‘reiterated across contexts’ 
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(Hodges 2008), and any variations, where they arise, have to do with the range of ‘options’ that 

should be made available to students and their families. Market-based accountability is also 

legitimated through a neoliberal emphasis on market rationality as an idealized reality 

(Fairclough 2005b) or ‘achieved state’ in which actors are endowed with a ‘corporate form’ of 

subjectivity (Gershon 2011: 538, 548). (Public) schools are held accountable to the taxpayers 

that finance their activities and individual students—the ‘consumers’ of education—are held 

accountable to the labor market that consumes them as well as the ‘skills’ and ‘abilities’ they are 

expected to acquire throughout their ‘lifelong learning’ experiences.  

The enduring myth of individual exceptionalism, together with the increasing 

educationalization of social problems, construes education as the key determinant of individual 

achievement, which serves as a proxy for the wellbeing of the nation. Students, recontextualized 

as the inputs of schooling, are made ‘machine-readable’ (Williamson 2014) through the 

monitoring, measurement and numerical representation of the outputs or outcomes of schooling, 

namely, the amount they have learned in a given amount of time. These numerical 

representations of student achievement are (in)dividualized as ‘data elements’ as part of the 

individual student record, which is assimilated into school-level student data management system 

that ‘translates’ (Koyama & Menken 2013) or recontextualizes student performance data into the 

knowledge needed to manage students. School-level data systems are assimilated into state-level 

data systems, and student-level data is aggregated, disaggregated and reaggregated into national 

statistics in order to classify and differentiate students. These classifications and categories of 

students are differentially recontextualized as (evidence of) some policy ‘problem’. 
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The recontextualization of data as differentially problematized categorizations of students 

and as evidence of ‘problems’ serves to legitimate increased data-driven transparency as the 

means of establishing a field of visibility over problematized practices and actors and the means 

of generating accountability for results as well as a ‘rational’ basis for taking corrective action on 

the basis of these results. However value-neutral the data may appear to be, they cannot be 

understood outside the ‘historically contingent systems of thought’ (Friedrich, Walter & 

Colmenares 2015: 14) in which concepts such as transparency, accountability and efficiency 

form the grid that allow for data, as objects, to exist.  

At the linguistic level, relations of equivalence and the logic of appearances (Fairclough 

2003) contribute to the interpretive coherence of privileged problem–solution representations, 

without delving into detailed explanations. Visual metaphors of data and their visualization as 

graphs are frequently patterned with (re)presentations of data as ‘showing’ or indexing problems 

and ‘telling’ or giving direction to the (officially endorsed) actions that must be taken to respond 

to these problems. As ‘new forms of social life in advanced capitalist societies turn on text and 

discourse’ (Luke 2002: 97), the language of data in the public discourse on education reform is a 

key element in the restructuring of education and society. With the increasing marketization of 

education, the means of production (education) and modes of information (data) have become 

‘intertwined in analytically complex ways’ (Luke 2002: 98) and subordinated to the mechanisms 

of global capitalism. As decisions about what to do about the ‘problem’ are always mediated 

through discourse, the recontextualization of statistical data as evidence of some ‘problem’ and 

as the criteria for identifying those who are ‘at risk’ (of failing to contribute to the economic 
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productivity and global competitiveness of the nation) are always discursively and dialogically 

constituted (Sarangi & Candlin 2003: 119).  

Students are recontextualized, ‘through their test scores, as measures of the efficacy of 

schools in raising national standards’; they are positioned as ‘economically measurable 

commodities’ in an unpredictable market and, accordingly, they must continuously accumulate 

and upgrade their ‘skills’ lest they depreciate in ‘value’; and their individual and collective 

capacity for ‘lifelong learning’, self-regulation and adaptability constitutes the conditions for the 

continued (economic) progress of the nation (Mulderrig 2003: 102, 103, 114). Strategic 

(re)presentations of data are often articulated through technocratic discourses of objectivity as 

well as moral discourses of responsibility and social justice; this kind of quantification is not a 

technology of distance (Porter 1995) but an affective technology for framing present educational 

‘crises’ and establishing the need for data-driven solutions.  

The recontextualization of data is ‘instrumental in constructing (and reinforcing) the 

social categories … which frame research agendas and influence political, policy and funding 

decisions’ (Wilkinson 2011: 344) and can be understood as part of broader efforts to shape 

language to meet institutional objectives, which Fairclough refers to as the ‘technologization’ of 

discourse in connection with Foucault’s concern to specify the ‘social technologies of modern 

society’ (2001: 231–2). The technologization of discourse is an aspect of the enhanced 

‘reflexivity’ of contemporary social life as ‘people increasingly shape and reshape the ways in 

which they live their lives on the basis of knowledge and information about their social 

practices’ (Fairclough 2001: 232). In the Secretaries’ discourse, this reflexivity is strategically 

imposed on individual students, who are increasingly expected to reflect on their experiences qua 
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the decontextualized information that is recorded about them (or those who are statistically 

similar to them in some way) and adapt and change their behaviors accordingly. Just as the 

categories of the census created the official form of the class structure of industrial societies 

(Hacking 1991: 183), the recontextualization of student data as categorizations of students—and 

the operationalization of these categories in directing individual students’ educational and career 

trajectories—has implications for the class structure of the information society. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

THE DOCTOR: You know, the very powerful and the very stupid have one thing in 

common, they don’t alter their views to fit the facts, they alter the facts to fit the views—

which can be uncomfortable, if you happen to be one of the facts that needs altering.  

—Doctor Who, The Face of Evil, 1977 

 

 

In this analysis, I have shown how the language used to construe meaning out of numbers has 

posited a self-evident relationship between educational data and the elements of social practice 

they are understood to represent. Using a systemic functional approach to critical discourse 

analysis (CDA), strategies of recontextualization, metaphor, and the lexico-grammatical and 

semantic representation of actors and processes were analyzed in terms of their role in 

constructing and legitimating privileged representations of the ‘problems’ in education and the 

recommended ‘solutions’. This attention to language is important as the systematic 

(re)presentation, interpretation and evaluation of educational data—and the ‘problems’ and 

problematizations constituted therein—may become part of the message itself (Fairclough 1995). 

The recontextualization of individuals into domains of knowledge makes it possible to govern 

‘according to norms defined and legitimated by the status of science, with professional elites able 
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to ground their authority in an objective knowledge’ (Dodge & Kitchin 2005: 855–856). Policy 

technologies of ‘governing by numbers’ (Rose 1991)—driven by the logic of comparison—have 

produced the very classifications and categories which are necessary for the ‘discovery’ of policy 

problems (Watts 2014).  

Moreover, through the techniques of counting and classification they make possible, 

educational database systems have enabled the recontextualization and reconfiguration of the 

student as an ‘actionable and calculable person’, thereby ‘bringing into being a new kind of 

person, conceived of and experienced as a new way to be a learner’ (Williamson 2014: 13). 

Continuous monitoring and reporting, as mechanisms of transparency, are posited to stimulate 

continuous improvement by (1) enabling ongoing adjustment and intervention throughout the 

entire production chain or ‘education pipeline’ and (2) increasing external pressure to improve 

outcomes, thereby generating accountability. Transparency is ‘mobilized as a central discursive 

factor’ (Nielsen & Madsen 2009: 850) to imply that the external reporting of performance data is 

a prerequisite for creating an understanding of an educational institution that enables subsequent 

action and intervention. Thus the data are not only ‘made to speak’ but are also ‘made to act’ on 

behalf of those whose experiences are ‘captured’ by the data, ultimately facilitating an 

understanding of ourselves in terms of not who we are, but what our data suggest we might be. 

The data are thus afforded agency in ways that individual students often are not, eroding the 

possibility of individual autonomy and self-determination. Quantitative technologies are 

‘simultaneously a means of planning and of prediction’ and thus ‘work best if the world they aim 

to describe can be remade in their image’ (Porter 1995: 43). As such, ‘the decontextualized 

analysis of student data, and the powerful performativity arguments that underpin them, may 
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subvert concerns for social equity and justice’ (Perrotta 2013: 119). ‘Rationally’ generated 

predictions could be used to ‘cull the herd’ of students at risk of underperforming, or to create 

implicit barriers to access for specific groups—as in the case of Mount St. Mary’s University in 

2016, where a student survey purportedly administered to incoming first-years to ‘help [them] 

discover more about [themselves]’ was actually designed to identify for dismissal students who 

‘were not likely to complete their freshman year successfully’ in order to ‘boost [student] 

retention 4-5%’ for federal reporting purposes.k 

The current mode of education governance, as articulated in the public discourse on 

education reform, forwards an ecological understanding of society as an environment that must 

be continuously monitored and ‘governed through feedback’ (Simons 2014) at multiple scales: at 

the national level by publicizing federally endorsed statistics and international comparisons; at 

the institutional level by mandating that schools calculate and report a variety of outcomes 

measures associated with ‘student success’; and at the individual level by predicting and 

intervening in the educational trajectory of individual students based on individualized 

performance data and demographic profiles as well as category-specific knowledge on the 

populational categories to which students are ascribed. Governing through feedback is 

understood as a means of securing the optimal performance of each individual member of society 

as well as a means of securing the overall economic performance of the nation, thereby 

producing a ‘double bind of individualization and totalization’ (Foucault 1982).  

As stated in the introduction, this thesis was motivated by concerns about the bipartisan, 

bicameral momentum for the passage of the College Transparency Act of 2019—with 27 

 
k http://msmecho.com/2016/01/19/mount-presidents-attempt-to-improve-retention-rate-included-seeking-dismissal-

of-20-25-first-year-students/ 
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cosponsors in the Senate and 116 in the House of Representatives—which would overturn the 

2008 federal ban on student-level data to facilitate ‘data matching’, rather than the creation of a 

centralized repository, and establish data sharing agreements with the Internal Revenue Service, 

the Department of Defense, and the Census Bureau, among other federal agencies. This would 

effectively convert the ‘partial oligopticon’ constituted by IPEDS—a form of situated 

surveillance which currently allows comprehensive observation within a narrow framework 

(Latour 2005)—into a more (super)panoptic arrangement rebranded as a student-level data 

network. The College Transparency Act can be understood as part of a larger effort to create a 

‘machine-readable world’ in which individuals ‘can be systematically and automatically ‘read’ 

and acted on . . . independent of human control’ (Dodge and Kitchin 2005: 851). The imperative 

to accumulate more and better data may emerge in part out of a utilitarian faith in technology and 

innovation as the means for securing the greatest good for the greatest number (Scollon, Scollon 

& Jones 2012: 117), as well as a ‘desire for the perfectly “transparent” language’, which 

Crowley described as ‘one of the metaphysical problems that emerges consistently in the history 

of western thought’ (1989: 64). For all the ‘transparency’ the data are expected to provide, this 

study has shown that when they are recontextualized as policy ‘problems’ and 

‘recommendations’, they are far from representative, let alone transparent.  

As an example of how knowledge is recontextualized and ‘translated’ in policy networks, 

I provide a brief extract from the February 8, 2018 meeting of the National Advisory Committee 

on Institutional Quality and Integrity (NACIQI), which is under the Department of Education. 

Representatives from the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities, Third Way, the 

Institute for Higher Education Policy, the Charles Koch Foundation and New America were 
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invited to discuss issues to consider toward a federal postsecondary student-level data network. 

In his remarks, Chris Sadler, a fellow at the Open Technology Institute at New America, 

indicates that the shift in terminology reflects a broader governmental shift in the organization, 

dissemination, and access structure of knowledge: 

I’ll be talking about privacy and security in a student-level data network, SLDN. That’s the 

preferred term for me, rather than what it used to be called, student unit record database system. 

I’ll talk more about why I prefer that in a minute. […] I think most importantly, as an area of 

focus, is this idea of moving away from traditional databases. This was one of the 

recommendations that came out of the Commission on Evidence-Based Policy, which issued their 

report this past fall. They urge getting away from this idea of centralized databases, which is kind 

of how, traditionally, things have been done, and instead bringing together limited amounts of 

data for a limited time, for limited purposes, so temporary matching of data. (NACIQI 2018: 74–

75, 77, emphasis mine) 

 

 ‘Centralized databases’ index ‘tradition’, while a decentralized ‘data network’ presents a 

more flexible, innovative approach to data sharing. Although Sadler indicates that this approach 

would prioritize data minimization and hence stronger privacy protections, Clarke (1988: 500) 

has pointed out that a single centralized database is unnecessary for dataveillance purposes, 

provided that (1) there are a wide variety of data systems, each processing data for specific 

purposes, that can be connected via telecommunications networks, and (2) the data are identified 

constantly. Williamson (2018: 1) contends that data infrastructure projects, such as the proposed 

student-level data network, are ‘not just technical programs but practical relays of policy 

objectives to reform the sector’ and thus constitute a new ‘hidden architecture’ of market-

oriented technologies, expertise, standards, values and practices.  

As databases ‘[extend] the basic principle of writing … as making different and as 

distancing, differing’ (Poster 1996: 182), the classifications produced through the ‘logic of 

difference’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985) inherent in the database powerfully ‘[shape] how people 



86 

 

think and act as social agents’ (Fairclough 2003). In reference to her April 2019 visit to 

Nashville, Tennessee, DeVos has recommended that aptitude tests be administered to students as 

early as the eighth grade ‘so they would have a better understanding of what their innate gifts 

and talents were, and how they might be able to actually develop them, and what kinds of 

vocations … would line up with those aptitudes’ (DeVos, 11 June 2019). The company that 

develops these aptitude tests, YouScience, claims to have created an ‘amazingly accurate profile’ 

that will ‘[match] users to their best-fit careers and giving them the confidence and data to make 

informed decisions about their futures’.l In addition to ‘connect[ing] education with industry’, 

YouScience also provides teachers with a web-based platform for assigning assessments and 

tracking student progress, and students have access to their results for 10 years.m While the 

results of these tests would not necessarily determine any individual student’s educational 

trajectory, ‘by foregrounding student data and representing students uniformly, … platforms may 

entice teachers to equate their practical omniscience with knowledge of their students, collapsing 

the categories of student data and student’ (Kumar, Vitak, Chetty & Clegg 2019: 151). In 

Nashville, for example, public schools ‘realigned’ their curriculums based on YouScience data, 

and by ‘leveraging YouScience analytics’ in Georgia, the Metro Atlanta Chamber of Commerce 

was able to identify and recruit students for Georgia Power, the state’s largest electric utility 

company. This use of student data to think about students in terms of their labor market 

potential—and align their (assessed) abilities with labor market needs—is not particularly 

innovative and has been pursued by previous administrations. What has changed is the 

 
l youscience.com/about/ 
m https://www.youscience.com/chambers-employers/ 
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proliferation of technological developments that have made it increasingly feasible to put student 

data to work in this way.  

In a 2018 speech delivered at the Federal Student Aid Training Conference, DeVos 

articulated this market orientation through discourses of personal responsibility and national 

security, stating that students, as ‘our human capital’, need to be ‘responsible consumers of 

education with a serious commitment to their own success’ and, accordingly, ‘must equip 

themselves’ with ‘the best possible tools, data, advice, and support’ so they can ‘understand the 

implications of their decisions … in resolving our present crisis’ (27 November 2018). This is 

yet another example of the ways that students are entextualized as data that are subsequently 

recontextualized and operationalized in ways that ‘loop back’ (Hacking 2007) to shape and 

change the practices and identities of individual students.  

The Department of Education’s Reimagining the Higher Education Ecosystem Challenge 

has taken self-surveillance a step further: based on the premise that ‘we know that around 85 

percent of the jobs that today’s learners will pursue … haven’t yet been invented’ and the logical 

conclusion that ‘students should prepare themselves to seize tomorrow’s opportunities, today’, 

competitors were asked to ‘curate lifelong learning opportunities’ and ‘develop new ways for 

students to effectively record and share the skills they acquire’ in the higher education 

‘ecosystem’ of tomorrow (DeVos, April 11, 2019). This vision of a ‘student-controlled exchange 

of digital information’, as one of the winning proposals put it,n is consistent with the 

recontextualization of education as ‘permanent improvement in response to feedback’ (Hodgson 

2012: 533), and classrooms and lecture halls as ‘learning environments’, a term which ‘invokes 

 
n https://medium.com/@OfficeofEdTech/announcing-the-winners-of-the-reimagining-higher-education-ecosystem-

challenge-6d6d93e22140 

file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Hodgson-2012-Journal_of_Philosophy_of_Education.pdf
file:///C:/Users/14087/Downloads/Hodgson-2012-Journal_of_Philosophy_of_Education.pdf
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the need for sensitivity to change and the possibility of adaptation characteristic of the discourse 

of entrepreneurialism in the knowledge economy’ (Hodgson 2010: 124).  

Education is being replaced with ‘lifelong learning opportunities’ requiring ‘new, 

accessible and portable qualifications frameworks’ and ‘new attitudes to learning that instill 

responsibility and commitment to continuous self-improvement’, changes that are being brought 

about through the creation of new instruments ‘devoted to the creation of data and to constant 

comparison of data about performance’ (Ozga, Grek & Lawn 2009: 362). In this revisioning, 

teaching is conceptualized as ‘differentiation of instruction’ (Duncan, 19 February 2010) for the 

‘many types of students’ needed to meet the ‘many needs in our economy’ (DeVos, 6 March 

2018), thus positioning students as both entrepreneurial consumers and employable commodities 

in the performative state.  

DeVos has also spoken at length for the need for ‘flexible’, short-term credentials as an 

alternative to ‘traditional’ degree programs. In her view, students should think of learning as a 

‘lifelong’ endeavor and, accordingly, should be able to ‘exit’ for a time to ‘learn a new skill’ and 

then ‘re-enter the highway at an on-ramp of their choosing and change lanes as needed’ (DeVos, 

27 June 2018). This recontextualization of education as a ‘highway’ with no destination has been 

operationalized in the Trump administration’s (2017–2019) support for private sector 

investments in ‘on-ramp’ programs in tandem with their disinvestment in public education. To 

build support for the administration’s Education Freedom Scholarships, DeVos has indicated that 

states would be able to ‘target specific students by income, or children with disabilities’ (DeVos, 

8 April 2019), that is, students who are likely to be underserved in the underfunded public 

education system. States could direct these groups—and public funds—to alternative educational 

https://www2.ed.gov/news/speeches/2010/02/02192010.html
https://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/prepared-remarks-us-secretary-education-betsy-devos-sxsw-edu
https://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/prepared-remarks-us-secretary-education-betsy-devos-sxsw-edu


89 

 

options including independent and faith-based private schools, for-profit online schools, 

corporate work-study and apprenticeship programs, among others. While DeVos does not 

explicitly call for it, the collection of student-level data is a prerequisite for the targeted 

intervention (and public disinvestment) she proposes. Increasingly individualized data, then, is 

instrumental in establishing the kind of ‘educational stratification’ that Fairclough (1999: 81) has 

warned of, and its recontextualization in the public discourse produces not only discursive effects 

and subjectification effects but lived effects as well. 

 

6. IMPLICATIONS 

The limits of my language means the limits of my world. 

— Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 1922  

 

Such is the advantage of a well constructed language that its simplified notation often 

becomes the source of profound theories. 

—Pierre-Simon de Laplace 

 

In this thesis, I have traced some of the ways that the conditions for what we can know are 

shaped by what data are recognized and how they are recontextualized, as ‘combining separate, 

often disparate, multi-terabyte sets of information can reframe our understandings of people, 

institutions, and things’ (Crawford, Miltner & Gray 2014: 1669–1670). The institutional order, 

which is delimitated by ‘what everybody knows’ about the ‘institutionally appropriate rules of 

conduct’ (Berger & Luckmann 1967: 83), is held together not by particular forms of social 

organization but by ‘regulating discourses’ which ‘function, ideologically, to make specific 

courses of action accountable to the wider institution’ (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 16). Data 

infrastructures can be usefully conceptualized as ‘regulating discourses’ in that ‘the structure or 
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grammar of the database creates relationships among pieces of information that do not exist in 

those relationships outside of the database’ (Poster 1990: 96). By linking students to their 

teachers, tracking those students into the workforce, and making those relationships visible, 

teachers are held accountable for students’ employment outcomes, and students are held 

accountable for their participation in the labor market, which serves as a proxy for their 

contribution to national competitiveness.  

The ‘retrievable identities’ (Poster 1996: 186) generated by the architecture of the 

database are formed by its ‘grids of specification’ (Foucault 1972: 42)—the vertical fields and 

horizontal records that divide and classify students—but according to whose specifications? and 

why these? I have shown how this reasoning surfaces in the public discourse of U.S. Secretaries 

of Education to advance individualized and individualizing construals of the ‘problems’ in 

education and the recommended ‘solutions’, which are increasingly driven by technocratic 

demands for data and data-driven technologies as the means of imposing a market rationality on 

the education system. However, this analysis has not addressed the dialectical relations between 

the semiotic and sociotechnical elements of these databases, the goals and ideologies that shape 

them, and the practices (ways of doing) and identities (ways of being) that are shaped by them, 

and these will continue to demand our critical attention.   

The College Transparency Act of 2019 and other initiatives to increase government 

transparency, such as the Department of Education’s College Scorecard, have operationalized 

discourses of technological neutrality and radical individualism ‘from below’ to construe open 

data—and more and better data—as integral to the advancement of democratic society (Johnson 

2014). These attempts to allow individuals to reclaim the power/knowledge inherent in 
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government databases fail to account for ‘the performative effect of the discourse of databases, 

their ability to constitute subjects’ (Poster 1996: 189). Rather than presuming that knowledge and 

power are distinct, and that increased accessibility of data(bases) equals increased knowledge 

equals increased power, Poster (1996: 190) sees knowledge itself as  

a form of linguistic power, the culturally formative power of subject constitution. […] 

Instead of developing a resistant politics of privacy to counter the alleged incursions of 

databases on the autonomous individual, we need to understand the forms of agency 

appropriate to a dispersed, multiple subject and to generate strategies of resistance 

appropriate to that identity formation.  

 

 Despite the normative commitment that guides this thesis, I am not certain there is a ‘way 

out’ of the database logics that divide and (in)dividualize us, nor can I envision a future without 

data, but there can and should be a ‘way out’ of the data-based policy logics that ‘loop back’ 

(Hacking 2007) to shape and change our behaviors and actions. One way forward might begin 

with Poster’s proposal to develop ‘strategies of resistance’ that account for the multiplicity of 

subject positions—within and without the data—that we take up in our lives.  

There is a real risk that the politics of the right to an education will increasingly amount 

to ‘the hidden politics of code’ as the agency of the data—and the sociotechnical forms of 

control they both reflect and reinforce—structures educational ‘access and exclusion in subtle 

but powerful ways’ (Wood & Graham 2006: 189). However, it is important to note that the data 

must be ‘made’ to speak: they must be recontextualized and given agency, form, and meaning 

through language, whether verbal, written, or visual. Only through the medium of 

communication can data attain the status of facts, information, knowledge, and eventually enter 

the institutional order, the field of ‘what everybody knows’ (Berger & Luckmann 1967: 83, cited 

in Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 3). We might, then, reconsider the ‘circuits of communication’ 
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(Foucault 1979: 217), the invisible instruments, contexts, and assumptions that generate the data 

and render it visible. As the values that shape the data inevitably shape the ways we make sense 

of them, we might try to reshape those values and reintroduce human judgement so that the data 

generated are not, as it is claimed, value-neutral, but reflect the values we want to live by. The 

‘way out’, if there is one, may have more to do with finding a ‘way in’.  
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