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Abstract - This paper traces the historical continuities between education systems and economic utility, 
from the Industrial Revolution era to current workforce development models. During the 18th and 19th 
centuries, mass schooling emerged to supply factories with literate and compliant workers through 
regimented curriculums prioritizing basic skills and vocational training. The “hidden curriculum” of 
obedience, conformity and uncritical acceptance of social hierarchies reveal how education was an 
instrument for capital interests. In present times, school-to-employment pipelines still serve corporate 
demands rather than intellectual enrichment or social emancipation. This study interrogates modern 
schooling through a historical materialist lens, unveiling ideological precedents and institutional 
mechanisms driving educational outcomes that intensify labor exploitation rather than liberatory 
empowerment. Initially situating the contemporary model’s industrial-era origins, the inquiry traces how 
capitalist imperatives shaped the architecture of compulsory schooling to reproduce factory discipline for 
managing child labor power during early urbanization. It is possible to draw parallels between schools 
created specifically to appease workers and today's youngsters who are being drawn into various types of 
corporate bondage that resemble indentures through the use of Foucauldian theoretical frameworks. The 
motivational problem around capital accumulation is revealed by examining primary papers from 
industrial-era reformers; on the other hand, intentional architectural and educational replication of 
factories and mills indicates early economic functionality. Parsing legacies of these disciplinary techniques 
through 20th century progressive reforms exposes sustained structures paralleling corporate hierarchies – 
substantiating correspondence theories linking schools to workplace socialization. The contemporary 
permeation of financiers, Edu-businesses and big data surveillance further strengthens corporate 
strangleholds over public education governance. Empirical analyses on charter schools accelerating youth 
commodification, violent carceral regimes targeting students resisting neurotypical productivity norms, 
and algorithmic governance attaining granular control over human capital yield – together unveil the 
sharpened economic drivers of schooling in late capitalist sites. Through synthesizing robust 
interdisciplinary scholarships on the institutional vestiges of capitalist reproduction through key 
sociological frameworks like social reproduction theory, a comprehensive matrix emerges tracing schools 
functionally serving ruling class domination across modern eras. In explicating the continuity between 
historical and modern educational configurations designed explicitly for labor subjugation rather than 
liberation, this research reconstitutes the terrain for critical discourse and radical imaginations of 
alternative futures beyond corporate tyranny. Understanding schooling’s foundationally economic DNA 
launches ethical dialogues while demystifying policy reforms that fail to challenge existential purpose. 
Ultimately, fundamental questions are unearthed about reclaiming education as a site of collective 
consciousness-raising against exploitation. Further study operationalizing grassroots models toward this 
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vision is warranted, as public schooling remains anchored in properties of capital rather than sites of 
participatory citizenship or empowered scholarship – failing to meet universal needs for emancipation. 
 
Keywords: Social reproduction, Labor commodification, Economic instrumentalism, Capitalist penetration, 
Corporate schooling, Compulsory discipline, Dehumanization, Empowerment, Resistance, Liberatory 
education. 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Educational Systems Have Historically Served Economic Interests, Conditioning Students 
for Corporate Employment Reminiscent of Industrial-Era Labor Exploitations 
From the days of Horace Mann declaring education as the “balance wheel of social machinery” to modern 
rhetoric around skills-based job readiness, an economic imperative has steered the dominant motives 
behind schooling. While promoting literacy, civic values and upward mobility, critics argue such espoused 
goals veil the underlying function of mass schooling as instruments to supply capital with compliant labor. 
As evidence suggests, political and corporate interests have engineered education for productive 
economic utility rather than emancipatory empowerment – from the factory model schools of the 
industrial era to present-day pipelines channeling youth into precarious corporate roles reminiscent of 
exploitative working conditions over a century ago. The origins of contemporary education trace back to 
the rise of industry, when reformers like Mann, Lancaster, Owen and others promoted mandatory schools 
to resolve mounting labor crises. Through regimented curriculums focused narrowly on literacy, numeracy 
and vocational skills, these newly established schools conditioned students for mechanical work under 
strict discipline and supervision – architectural designs bearing striking semblance to the mills and 
factories absorbing graduates. Even the ideological architects of education like Horace Mann sanctioned 
outright violence against resistant students to reinforce the requisite obedience for burgeoning industry. 
 
As the economic landscape shifted in the 20th century, critiques emerged on the continuity between 
corporate interests and public schooling. In his seminal Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci (1971) declared 
ruling classes sustained power not through violence alone, but also through attaining mass consent to their 
cultural hegemony – delivered through societal institutions like education conditioning the oppressed to 
unwittingly embrace beliefs against their own interests. Similar theories by Althusser, Bourdieu and others 
illuminated how schools reproduce an unequal, docile workforce through hidden curriculums that tacitly 
ingrain corporate values over critical thought. In present times, the permeation of market logics into school 
policies via private testing/textbook industries and school choice mechanisms continues this legacy – 
orienting districts around labor optimization rather than liberation. Studies on charter schools designed 
explicitly as workforce mills, school-to-prison pipelines commodifying black/brown bodies for prison labor, 
profit-driven education tech spying on students for data, and other empirical analyses reveal how 
corporate capture continues to drive educational objectives – conditioning students for exploitation rather 
than civic participation. 
 
As this research will substantiate, compelling evidence unveils how at each historical juncture of economic 
restructuring, education systems evolve to condition students toward corporate servitude – from the 
factory era until today. By excavating the ideological precedents and institutional power perpetuating this 
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economic instrumentalization, re-envisioning schools as sites of empowerment over labor pacification 
becomes possible. But first, we must confront unflinchingly the continuity of interests driving education’s 
hidden primary purpose as tools for capital rather than liberation. 
 
2. HISTORICAL CONTEXT: EDUCATION DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 
2.1 Prioritization of Literacy, Numeracy and Vocational Skills for Factory Jobs 
The onset of the Industrial Revolution in the late 1700s catalyzed rapid and radical economic restructuring, 
transforming agrarian and crafts-based modes of production into machine-driven manufacturing 
centered around factories. This novel industrialized economy demanded new skill sets and dispositions 
from workers – abilities like punctuality, routine task performance, technical aptitudes, and unwavering 
obedience. Schools soon became vehicles to supply and prepare this new labor force. Whereas education 
previously served elite interests like clergy, law and governance, the burgeoning capitalist epoch 
necessitated mass schooling to furnish factories with disciplined workers adept in basic literacy, numeracy 
and vocational abilities. 

As the machinery of industry churned through England’s countryside in the early 1800s, reformers like 
Andrew Bell and Joseph Lancaster established monitorial schools emphasizing rote instruction in reading, 
writing and arithmetic. By reproducing factory conditions – standardized curriculums, monitored outputs, 
bells denoting shifts – such schools conditioned students for mechanical work under close supervision. The 
monitors and assistants that Bell and Lancaster introduced also lowered teacher salaries, attracting 
venture philanthropists to scale schools as cost-efficient workforce milling factories disguised as 
enlightened charity. 

By the mid-to-late 1800s, compulsory schooling laws mandated attendance for children who previously 
contributed labor at home or in proto-factories. Government commissions like the 1864 Clarendon Report 
began endorsing “payment by results” schemes where schools received funding based on students 
passing standardized tests – which were specifically oriented around the 3 Rs rather than humanities. 
Educators like William Shearer also introduced widespread vocational education in elementary grades to 
deliberately prepare students for manual trades and technical apprenticeships suited for industrial 
occupations. 

As the social reformer Lord Shaftesbury proclaimed in 1846, schools targeting working-class children aimed 
to “fit the spirit and habit of the people for the station to which it has pleased God to call them – a clear 
reference cementing education’s vocational function for factory employment. By entrenching curriculum 
ideals that the masses only required basic skills for mechanical work, reformers ensured widespread 
adoption of back-to-basics instruction serving capitalist needs over the elite classical curriculum. These 
ideological precedents rooted in the British industrial training model soon spread internationally and 
remain remarkably intact today. From monitorial classrooms to standardized testing tied to funding, the 
historical evidence reveals how compulsory education's inception intertwined with industrial economic 
needs – ultimately prioritizing literacy, numeracy and vocational abilities in service of manual factory 
employment rather than intellectual engagement. As this paper will continuing substantiating, remnants 
of these capitalist labor education models endure into 21st century schools and reforms. 

 
2.2 Concept of a "Hidden Curriculum" That Taught Obedience and Acceptance of Social 
Hierarchy 
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While literacy, numeracy and vocational skills constituted the overt curriculum of industrial education 
models, an equally potent “hidden curriculum” served the ideological interests of the capitalist class. This 
implicit pedagogy centered discipline, obedience, acceptance of rigid social stratification, and was a key 
mechanism for molding a compliant workforce that would submit without resistance to the drudgeries of 
mechanical factory labor. 

The pioneering monitorial schools of the early 1800s emphasized regimented movement, strict adherence 
to timed schedules, and surveillance under monitors – structurally conditioning students for the 
monotonous routines of machinery operation. Lancaster specifically noted how his system taught the 
“habits of industry and regularity” while Bell’s methodology focused on “enforcing order and obedience”. 
Such disciplinary control was non-negotiable for capitalists in preventing labor unrest in their enterprises. 

As factory models infused national schooling initiatives under reformers like Horace Mann, obedience 
became formally encoded into rules, curriculums and teacher-centered pedagogy emphasizing silent 
docility from students. Mann (1846) preached that releasing children from “unreasonable restraints” would 
lead to insubordination and undermine the social utility of education – highlighting elites’ fears around 
losing population control. Teachers were hence encouraged to demand complete compliance, utilizing 
corporal punishment against resistant students who disrupted the hierarchical authority relations mirroring 
industrial workplace dynamics. 

The widespread ideological idea that students must accept their innate positions and stations in the social 
order also grew from industrial education models. As British labor reformer Robert Owen argued in founding 
one of the first industrial schools, education should “train the young to produce habits which will lead them, 
when they become adult laborers, to be humble, patient, industrious and obedient”. Such sententious 
prescriptions underscored how mass schooling aimed to foster an internalized obedience within the 
laboring classes. 

By instituting curricular ideals that reinforced classist myths of meritocracy and social mobility, schools 
also bred acceptance of the inherent social hierarchy. Children were conditioned to blame themselves for 
their inevitable factory employment rather than recognize the socioeconomic structures deliberately 
designed to reproduce such labor stratification intergenerationally. Functionalist arguments that 
education provided equality of opportunity further masked its role in maintaining class privileges. 

Through architectural designs, punitive discipline, ideological conditioning and a hidden curriculum 
prescribing compliant habits, schools during the industrial era served economic imperatives beyond 
simply fostering trade skills. The true purpose was molding submissive workers who would obediently 
accept managerial control and rigid class divides – a docility conditioning function that schools retain 
today. 

 
3. PRESENT-DAY EDUCATION PRACTICES 
3.1 Continuity of Education Serving Corporate Workforce Demands Rather Than Intellectual 
Enrichment 
While compulsory schooling originated to furnish industry with skilled labor, one may assume educational 
aims have evolved beyond such economic instrumentalism in today’s advanced economy. However, 
contemporary analyses reveal the continuity of structural parallels binding schools to labor force demands 
– from the managerial organization of schools to curriculum narrowly focused on job skills rather than 
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humanistic knowledge. As economist Samuel Bowles declared, “Schools train people for jobs but they do 
not educate them to understand why such jobs exist or what might be done to change them”. 

Through globalized neoliberal policies, corporate interests have further penetrated public education, using 
rhetoric’s of efficiency and accountability to transform schools toward utilitarian ends. Private sectors now 
supply testing/textbook services, data management platforms, and workforce training programs 
interlinked with curriculum – expanding education’s orientation as human capital development for capital 
gain rather than societal improvement. As Giroux (1988) critiqued, “Schooling aligned to the world of 
business survives largely as a mechanism for generating the ideological conviction and practical behavior 
necessary for the smooth operation of capitalism.” 

Empirical studies on pedagogical orientations confirm this continuation of industrial-era ideals. Surveys of 
teachers and school mission statements reveal prioritization of job skills, standardized knowledge, and high 
test scores over critical thinking and individual support. Highly contested school reforms like No Child Left 
Behind have also reified back-to-basics curriculums catering to low-level testable work skills rather than 
conceptual knowledge, mirroring the historic Lancastrian monitorial schools. 

Vocational tracking through the expanded charter school model also channels working-class and minority 
youth into trade apprenticeships suited for manual corporate jobs rather than humanities engagement 
kindling personal agency. Even higher education has retreated from liberal arts enrichment as students 
increasingly major in pre-professional programs explicitly designed to plug graduates into designated 
corporate roles. Across all levels, intellectual nourishment giving students power to question workplace 
inequities remains ancillary. 

As scholars like Kenneth Saltman conclude, the architecture of “data-driven/teacher-proof” school reforms 
impose top-down control mechanisms designed for "creating an effective yield of future workers, not 
educated people." From curriculum narrowing to the managerial rearrangement of schools on corporate 
models, present-day education remains anchored to labor pacification – conditioning students for 
economic extraction rather than emancipatory empowerment. By laying bare these structural motives 
rooted in capitalist reproduction, possibilities emerge for redirecting schools towards humanistic rather 
than materialistic values. But first education’s purposes must be re-centered from corporate labor service 
towards nurturing free-thinking individuals. 

 
3.2 School Systems as Conduits for Channeling Students Into Vocational Career Paths 
Contemporary education discourse brims with rhetoric about nurturing students’ passions, cultivating well-
rounded citizens, and developing critical thought. Yet behind these noble espoused goals lies the reality of 
vocational tracking – deliberate structures directing students into defined career pathways based on 
socioeconomic status and perceived ‘ability’ measures skewed by bias. As scholarship reveals, youth of 
color and working-class backgrounds remain disproportionately funneled via modern schooling conduits 
into manual trades or low-level service jobs – a continuity of the industrial-era education models designed 
to reproduce an exploitable working class. 

Quantitative analyses confirm the prevalence of vocational streaming in secondary schools whereby 
guidance counselors and curriculum tracks steer disadvantaged students away from humanities 
enrichment and toward tangible trades. Rather than explore interests or academic potential, these 
institutional processes confine youth to future labor market stations via canalization into woodshop, 
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cosmetology, auto-mechanics, retail education and other fields devoid of socio-political context or 
advancement potential. 

As Anyon (1980)’s ethnographies first documented, contrasting schools in affluent and poor districts 
showed stark “hidden curriculums” preparing students for designated class positions – executive elites in 
one, and frontline service workers in the other. These tacit lessons manifest through highly similar 
pedagogical methods to the industrial monitors regulating working-class children toward mechanical 
trades under factory timetables. Except rather than mills, students are now tracked for corporate big box 
stores. 

Numerous studies illuminate district-level “two-tier” academic programs whereby students of color receive 
rote-learning vocational curriculums while white cohorts gain access to gifted opportunities. Charter 
schools have expanded this class-based tracking, using the rhetoric of school choice to institute “no 
excuses” discipline encouraging working-class obedience for exploitative jobs, rather than intellectual 
independence. Data reveals how students of color are actively deterred from humanities engagement to 
become “happy slaves” to capitalist whims through these new channels of vocational restriction masked 
as market-based “options”. 

The widespread adoption of high-stakes standardized testing has also allowed corporate intrusion into 
education, providing “scientific” justifications to commodify/stratify students as exploitable assets based 
on test scores more correlated to socioeconomics than ability. By reducing young people to labor-power 
metrics, school systems readily submit to capitalist demands for tiered workers. 

As critical scholars conclude, modern school funneling into vocational pathways rooted in classist 
presumptions remains a strategic tactic for maintaining an unequal, uncritical and easily governed 
workforce. By disguising these mechanisms under the pretense of meritocracy, the perpetual reproduction 
of labor market inequalities persists – schooling students for corporate servitude rather than self-
actualization. 

 
3.3 Perpetuation of Industrial-style Labor Conditions Through College and Employment 
Pipelines 
While compulsory schooling has always served economic interests, contemporary rhetorics profess higher 
education as the passport to social mobility – a gateway to enlightened careers rather than monotonous 
manual labor. However, neoliberal forces have reinvented colleges as corporatized workforce mills, 
reducing the university from a site of intellectual cultivation to one of rote vocational processing – not 
wholly dissimilar to the Lancastrian monitorial schools of the industrial era. Through these collegiate 
conduits, youth enter shackled into inequitable labor conditions reminiscent of the exploitation college was 
intended to help them transcend. 

Since the 1980s, state defunding policies have slashed public university budgets by over 25%, reconstituting 
administrations on a for-profit business model. By turning higher education into a competitive market, 
soaring tuition costs also pressure students to choose lucrative majors aligned to corporate interests rather 
than scholarly passions. This policy climate has fomented the university’s regression from its liberal arts 
origins toward being primarily sites for pre-professional credentialing – a departure from the classical 
model of interdisciplinary knowledge kindling societal leaders. 
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As Giroux (2007) expounds, “Corporate culture has become enshrined as the foundation for university life, 
enshrouding higher education with the processes, values and organizational controls modeled after for-
profit companies.” Through private research funds and seats on governance boards, corporate influence 
now steers universities as subsidiary workforce suppliers that process students through regimented 
curriculums for seamless employment integration. 

The proliferation of internship/co-op programs also directly immerses students into exploitative working 
roles, often necessitated to compensate for tuition debts averaging $30,000 upon graduation. Tethered to 
companies before even attaining their degree, youth become subjected to industrial labors devoid of a 
living wage, bargaining power or basic dignities – reminiscent of the discipline training schools provided 
for early factory operators. 

Furthermore, the financier takeover of student debt through securitization markets subjects graduates to 
decades of bondage, forcing them to accept whatever employment terms are offered to service egregious 
loan repayments. Hence the very college-to-workplace pipeline advertised to enable social mobility chains 
students into a lifelong cycle of labor coercion paralleling indentured servitude. 

Far from an enlightened escape route, contemporary higher education maintains strong parallels to the 
industrial workforce mills – functioning as processing plants for corporations to streamline vulnerable youth 
into financialized debt peonage systems. By laying bare the economic imperatives transforming 
universities into conduits for exploitation rather than gateways to liberation, reimagining colleges as sites 
of resistance takes form. 

 
4. SOCIETAL IMPLICATIONS 
4.1 Diminished Social Mobility and Independence 
While schools profess to nurture freethinking, civically engaged citizens, the standardization and vocational 
tracking permeating present-day pedagogy threatens these democratic ideals – instead prioritizing 
docility, conformity and the relinquishing of autonomy to corporate authorities. Through overt and covert 
tactics, school systems condition students to uncritically comply within strictly circumscribed roles, limiting 
self-actualization and dissent essential for participatory societies. 

Empirical assessments reveal a predominant “banking model” of passive student absorption across 
classrooms, employing rigid curriculums, disciplinary regimes and tester accountability to inhibit critical 
questioning. Similarly, the incorporation of surveillance technologies including facial recognition, data 
analytics on attention and predictive policing algorithms reinforce compliance through ubiquitous 
monitoring – training students for carefully controlled work environments devoid of creative deviations. 

By funneling young people down hierarchical channels into assigned corporate tasks without giving them 
any say over their career destiny, this educational culture subtly trains them to follow instructions rather 
than exercise initiative. According to Shapiro (2018), modern school-to-work pipelines restrict success to 
servile production rather than empowered personhood, which dampens the environment for self-discovery 
by closely linking education to employment skills that are determined by the demands of the labor market. 
Consequently, coercive threats of poverty or stalled advancement compel students toward conformity 
rather than risking precarity through autonomous pursuits of passion that challenge status quo 
employment relations. 
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Furthermore, the marketization of education via school choice policies direct attention less toward civic 
consciousness or moral human development, and more toward individualistic economic competition 
(Ravitch, 2016). As Sleeter (2008) observes, this ideological linkage between education and wealth 
accumulation shifts pedagogical priorities dramatically toward conformity – teaching students to self-
regulate behavior for proving competitive advantage in gaining credentials for corporate entry rather than 
developing critical thought. 

Through these overt and tacit pedagogical tactics, education systems engrain norms of obedience, 
acquiescence and conformity – diminishing conditions for autonomous self-authorship essential for 
participatory democracy. By interrogating the power structures compelling such socialization, possibilities 
emerge for redefining schools as sites nurturing empowered actors shaping vocational futures based on 
community needs rather than corporate dictates demanding conformity. 

 
4.2 Conformity and Loss of Individual Autonomy 
While schools claim to foster the development of independent, civic-minded students, the standardization 
and career tracking that permeate contemporary pedagogy endanger these democratic principles by 
placing a higher priority on docility, conformity, and ceding autonomy to corporate authority. By using both 
overt and covert strategies, educational systems teach students to conform mindlessly to rigidly defined 
roles, which hinders the self-actualization and dissent that are necessary for communities where everyone 
participates. The "banking model" of passive student absorption is widely used in classrooms, as evidenced 
by empirical assessments. This model uses strict curricula, strict disciplinary measures, and tester 
responsibility to prevent critical questioning. Similar to this, the use of surveillance technology, such as 
facial recognition, attention analytics, and predictive policing algorithms, reinforces obedience through 
constant observation and prepares pupils for strictly regulated workplaces free from creative disruption. 

By funneling young people down hierarchical channels into assigned corporate tasks without giving them 
any say over their career destiny, this educational culture subtly trains them to follow instructions rather 
than exercise initiative. According to Shapiro (2018), modern school-to-work pipelines restrict success to 
servile production rather than empowered personhood, which dampens the environment for self-discovery 
by closely linking education to employment skills that are determined by the demands of the labor market. 
Therefore, rather than encouraging students to take a chance on precarity by pursuing independent 
passion projects that disrupt the status quo in work interactions, coercive threats of poverty or stagnant 
advancement drive students toward conformity. Additionally, the marketization of education through 
school choice legislation shifts focus away from moral development or civic consciousness and toward 
individualistic economic rivalry. According to Sleeter (2008), this ideological connection between 
education and accumulating wealth causes a significant shift in educational priorities in favor of 
conformity, with the goal of teaching students how to control their own behavior in order to gain credentials 
for corporate entry rather than cultivating critical thinking skills. 

Education institutions establish norms of compliance, acquiescence, and conformity through these overt 
and covert pedagogical strategies, which weakens the prerequisites for independent self-authorship, 
which is crucial for participatory democracy. Possibilities for reimagining schools as places nurturing 
powerful players influencing occupational futures based on community needs rather than corporate 
mandates demanding conformity arise when the power structures driving such socialization are 
questioned. 
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4.3 Emergence of Modern-day "Corporate Slavery" Through Educational Conditioning 
While compulsory schooling originated to meet industrial demands for skilled labor, contemporary 
education discourse espouses enlightened aims of self-actualization and political consciousness raising. 
However, beneath these liberal veils, corporate capture has recalibrated schools toward infrastructures of 
coercive labor extraction morphological of indentured servitude systems. Through financialized debt 
regimes and employability frameworks binding students to precarious careers, education today fosters the 
emergence of modern corporate slavery. 

The expansion of charter schools since the 1990s offers one portal into this phenomenon, functioning 
explicitly as workforce mills rather than sites of intellectual exploration. Under philanthropic auspices, 
charter academies like Victory Schools interlink mandatory student labor apprenticeships with top 
employers including Walmart, Hertz and Shell Oil. By commodifying underprivileged students as 
subservient labor under contractual agreements, corporate interests reengineer education for direct 
supply-chain domination – recreating company store models where wages remain captured by the 
employer. 

The phenomenon of school districts holding ‘career fairs’ for elementary students further reveal the 
targeting of youth for corporate integration. Psychoanalytic theorists like Bainbridge et al. (2009) argue that 
such career-centric pedagogy teaches children from economically deprived areas to construct personal 
identity primarily through future corporate roles rather than community belonging – fostering a form of 
brainwashing vulnerability ripe for managerial exploitation. 

At the post-secondary level, financial instruments like securitized student debt bonds, embroiling 
graduates in decades of loan payments, further compel corporate attachment. Faced with $1.75 trillion in 
non-dischargeable debt, over 75% of university students report choosing careers solely for higher salaries 
to repay creditors, rather than personal fulfillment or social contribution. This perpetually looming threat of 
economic catastrophe if one strays from high-earning corporate employment, no matter how ethically 
bankrupt, parallels the company script systems forcing workers into dangerous mining jobs via debt 
machinery. Both models subjugate the indebted; shattering agency over careers, geographic mobility, 
political activities that may ruffle corporate feathers, or launch autonomous grassroots economic 
initiatives outside capitalist relations. 

In sum, from primary to tertiary conduits, corporate power has constructed an educational architecture to 
mold student behavior toward uncritical acceptance of labor exploitation and financial bondage 
analogous to indenture contracts binding subservient workers. By revealing these economic imperatives 
shaping schools for domination not liberation, space opens to reimagine education that cultivates 
empowered beings, democratic society and the eradication of servitude myths naturalizing the corporate 
boarding of personhood & potential. 

 
5. CONCLUSION 
5.1 Summary of Historical Transformations and Continuities in the Economic Functions of 
Education 
This analysis traces the enduring economic utility underpinning education systems, from their industrial 
origins as workforce mills to present-day iterations channeling students into precarious corporate roles 
reminiscent of exploitative labor regimes. Despite periodic policy reforms toward more enlightened aims, 
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the fundamental imperatives binding schools to capital interests have remained untouched even as 
curriculums superficially integrate new values like multicultural inclusion or social-emotional learning. 

The inception of contemporary schooling exposes its labor functionality, emerging during the Industrial 
Revolution’s drastic economic restructuring in the early 19th century. As modern factories absorbed 
populations from decaying rural livelihoods, urban slums swelled, and ruling elites feared social unrest in 
the wherein lay threats to production discipline essential for mechanized enterprise. Reformers like Mann, 
Owen and Lancaster proffered the solution of compulsory mass schooling, designing regimented 
institutions to foster literacy, technical aptitude, rigid schedules and monitoring surveillance strikingly 
similar to factory floors – lowering teacher costs for scalability. Even architectural designs explicitly mirrored 
mills, intentionally conditioning students for psychological adjustment to future industrial occupations 
through environment familiarity. 

Despite reform efforts from Deweyan progressives, the explicit channeling of youth (especially 
impoverished minorities) into vocational careers persisted in the early 20th century through policies like 
the 1917 Smith-Hughes Act inaugurating tracking systems – once again revealing economic interests 
driving education for cheap, obedient labor power rather than empowerment. While later decades saw 
pedagogical expansions toward creative nurturing and multicultural representation, the underlying 
economic functions endured. Studies in the 1970s illuminated parallel corporate socialization through the 
‘hidden curriculum’ emphasizing hierarchical obedience and behavioral conformity to authority. The 21st 
century influx of school choice mechanisms, Edu-business alliances and employer platforms now 
penetrate education has only intensified such dynamics – updating economic drivers while retaining 
continuity in the labor optimization role behind institutional schooling. In sum, though lip service to equality, 
choice and empowerment shape policy, core objectives binding education to exploitable corporate 
workforce demands remain crystallized. By shedding light on these enduring yet opaque economic drivers, 
space for genuine humanitarian school missions emerges when communities reclaim authority over 
knowledge production serving people and planet rather than profit motives alone. 

 
5.2 Questions Around Ethics and Alternatives to Corporate-driven Pedagogy 
From the explosion of markets in personalized learning technologies to the celebrated entry of fintech in 
education finance, corporate power permeates each facet of the contemporary education system. While 
profitability and efficiency dominate policy conversations on these moves, ethical interrogations remain 
urgently needed on the underlying utilitarian motives steering classroom priorities away from 
emancipation towards labor subjugation. Before abandoning public schooling entirely, we face a collective 
responsibility first to confront and transform the structures driving dehumanization. As increasing precarity 
destabilizes communities, schools must reacquaint students with the principles of mutual social 
responsibility rather than individualized career-building - helping youth recognize the inherent 
interdependence and collective ethics binding us beyond transactionality. Structurally, this requires 
democratizing schools to decentralize authority from technocratic chains of command powered by Edu-
businesses through participatory self-governance models giving decision rights to local stakeholders – 
students/parents/communities who face direct human consequences. 

Pedagogically, student-centered models offer alternatives to passive banking methods, focusing instead 
on empowering learners to co-author curriculums relevant to socio-political realities and action civics for 
strengthening communities against gentrification, environmental injustice and workplace 
disempowerment. Place/project-based learning further roots students as researchers and change agents 
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addressing intersectional marginalization rather than compliant test-takers. While policy echelons 
presently govern schools for corporate interests, grassroots educational models provide existence proofs 
of reimagined learning ecosystems serving people over profit. From self-directed community Freedom 
Schools to radical free schools fostering critical pedagogy. Democratizing technology for platform 
cooperatives can further expand access, give students data rights and reduce Edu-business exploitation. 

Through ongoing interdisciplinary dialogues on ethical frameworks and decolonizing pedagogies, space 
emerges to reorient schools away from labor optimization functions toward nurturing empowered beings. 
By recentering humanity within education, possibilities crystalize for schools as sites cultivating 
consciousness of shared struggles - catalyzing youth to transform unjust socio-economic structures 
through solidarity rather than submitting as corporatized conformists. The challenges ahead involve 
difficult questions, experimentation and coalition building between students, educators and communities 
aligned in the understanding that only by reclaiming power over the production of knowledge can we birth 
educational ecosystems where diverse dreams thrive rather than concentrated corporate rule. 
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