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The configurative agency of metrics in education: A research agenda 

of engaging differently with data 

The increased use of quantitative education data is often regarded by scholars as 

evidence of the emergence of‘governing by numbers’. These scholars ascribe 

major stakeholders such as the OECD and nation states agency as they produce, 

distribute and consume data, and respond to these with policy and management 

initiatives. This paper argues that metrics themselves have a configurative agency 

that affects education in terms of educational ideas and designs. The paper 

illustrates this point by analysing two cases of graduate employability metrics, 

each of which configures education differently, and discusses how the 

configurative agency of metrics can become the focal point of a different research 

agenda using distinct analytical concepts drawn from the sociology of 

quantification and new materialism. The paper concludes that such a research 

agenda can enable actors involved in the design and development of education to 

enter into a professional dialogue and engagement with education data, rather 

than merely dismissing it. 

Keywords: metrics; new materialism; graduate employability; higher education 

Introduction 

Formal education is increasingly becoming subject to measurements, calculations and 

comparisons. This is a joint conclusion produced by a range of research fields. For 

example, studies of OECD testing (Grek, 2009; Lingard, 2011; Lingard, Martino, 

Rezai-Rashti, & Sellar, 2016; Ozga, 2009), of federal-level accountability measures 

(Krejsler, 2018), and of global education businesses (Sellar & Thompson, 2016) point to 

the rise and use of data in the governance of school systems. Furthermore, studies 

inspired by actor-network theory, interested in the quantification of education and the 

craft of data on both a global level and in local contexts (Fenwick, Mangez, & Ozga, 

2014; Gorur, 2013), as well as anthropological studies of ‘audit culture’ (Shore & 

Wright, 2015; Strathern, 2000) show how quantitative measures materialise and 

proliferate to affect the education sector. As a third example, governmentality studies of 



large-scale testing (Popkewitz & Lindblad, 2016) and ranking (Sauder & Espeland, 

2009) emphasise the sedimentation of a particular type of governance based on 

comparable data throughout the education sector. These studies all show how data on 

student achievement, teacher and school performance and academic outcomes has 

become a vehicle for education policy and management across the entire education 

sector in institutional, national and global contexts. The diverse literature documents 

practices of performance measurement and their effects on the school systems, teachers 

and students affected by these practices. 

It is widely accepted that metrics have constitutive effects (Dahler-Larsen, 2007; 

Rijcke, Wouters, Rushforth, Franssen, & Hammarfelt, 2016). Importantly, however, the 

quantification of education does not only constitutively affect education and the people 

involved in education systems in terms of the policy and managerial practices emerging 

around the reception and application of data. It also affects education in terms of the 

differentiating practices performed by the metrics. I use the term ‘metrics’ to refer to 

systems of quantitative measurement (or qualitative assessment, if it comes in a 

standardised form) of educational practices (Baird & Elliott, 2018: 533). The word 

‘metric’ highlights the measurement or assessment setup, including all the processes 

from the ‘collection’ or production of data to the processing and display of the results in 

diverse contexts. Metrics articulate education ontologically as they establish certain 

causal and temporal relations between (for instance) student performances and school 

resources or teacher skills. Metrics present these relations in the form of knowledge 

about education, thereby contributing to the materialisation or ‘worlding’ of education 

according to their logic (Barad, 2007: 160). In other words, metrics play a crucial part in 

the ways in which education is configured and fundamentally affect the ways in which 

education is understood, designed and evaluated. Consequently, we need a better 



understanding of the specificities of particular data and the configurative effects 

accompanying a specific choice of metrics.  

In this paper, I propose a renewal of the research agenda within the field of 

datafication and comparison of education. The suggested renewal is concerned with 

complementing the study of datafication with the study of metrics and their particular 

differentiating practices, rather than merely the modes of governance developing around 

data. Such a move allows for a different relationship between data, managers, teachers, 

students and perhaps politicians as well, making it possible to draw a distinction 

between different metrics and their ways of presenting education, thereby making it 

possible to engage in a dialogue with and around data that moves beyond 

problematising or dismissing data and data-driven education governance as such. In 

other words, the paper contributes a renewed research agenda and a few initial 

suggestions regarding analytical approaches and conceptualisations that are relevant to 

this research agenda. 

The renewal of the research agenda on data in the governing of education is 

enabled by the emergence of a new, materialist, theoretical-philosophical understanding 

of metrics (Dixon-Román, 2016b; Lather, 2016), inspired in particular by the work of 

Karen Barad (2007). This understanding regards metrics as agentic practices that 

produce the world in particular ways through the entanglement of measurement method 

and the measured matter. When understood as practices, metrics become important to 

study particularly in terms of how they organise the world. In this context, the sociology 

of quantification research field (see for example Berman & Hirschman, 2018; 

Desrosières, 1998; Espeland & Stevens, 1998; Fourcade, 2016; Porter, 1996) is a 

relevant source of inspiration, even though metrics can also be qualitative (for example 

by sorting educational providers in terms of whether they are approved or not 



approved). In this paper, I will first show how metrics have been studied in the field of 

education, arguing that there is a need for an analytical approach that is sensitive to the 

configurative and differentiating practices of metrics. Next, I will unfold what such an 

analytical approach might look like in an analysis of two metrics. These analyses will 

illustrate why the particularities of different metrics matter. While both these cases are 

metrics relating to higher education, I believe that they illustrate my point, which 

concerns education data in general, and not just within higher education. Both metrics 

measure graduate employability. They are taken from a Danish context, where graduate 

employability is a new political agenda that has not (yet) crystallised into one single 

metric. The analysis of the two cases illustrates that the particular way in which a metric 

is designed matters, and that different metrics contribute different configurations of 

education. After the analysis, I discuss the analytical tools used in the analysis of 

metrics taking my inspiration from quantification studies, and further elaborate on these 

tools and on a conceptualisation of metrics using new materialist perspectives. Towards 

the end of the paper, I discuss these results, inspired by a surfacing new materialist 

approach to the study of numbers, before the paper is concluded. 

A renewed research agenda 

A significant proportion of the leading research on the use of metrics in education 

governance focuses primarily on the establishment of a global educational landscape of 

comparable data. In particular, large-scale OECD tests such as PISA have received a 

good amount of attention in contemporary education research within the branch of 

research concerned with ‘governing by numbers’ or ‘policy by numbers’. For example, 

Sellar & Lingard (2016) examine the effects of high-stakes testing in three Australian 

states, with a particular focus on the ‘perverse’ political effects of the performance 

management regime, such as the ‘gaming’ of setting performance goals on state-level in 



order to ensure successful outcomes and thereby federal funding of state education 

systems (in Lingard et al., 2016: 79). In another example, Grek (2009) shows that the 

published PISA results have been met with different policy responses in Finland, 

Germany and the United Kingdom, and that the results have also affected public 

opinion on school system achievement differently in the three countries. As indicated in 

the phrase ‘governing by numbers’, these and similar studies analyse the governance 

and policy issues related to the test results, emphasising in particular the role of (and 

relations between) large international and transnational organisations, as well as the 

relations between these and national institutions and education systems (see for example 

Brøgger, 2016; Krejsler, 2018; Lingard, Martino, & Rezai-Rashti, 2013; Ozga, 2009). 

While these ‘reception studies’ (Sellar & Lingard, 2018) provide valuable 

insights into the political contexts that global and national data on education affects, the 

data itself remains invisible in these studies and appears to be a pre-given, passive 

object which is subject to utilisation by others. In other words, these studies do not 

genuinely question the presumed transparency provided by the data, nor how the 

actualised version of transparency in the data affects policy and governance in subtle 

ways. Goldstein and Moss (2014) discuss the ‘transparency discourse’ found in policy 

contexts and argue that we should not take this transparency for granted, but should be 

aware of particular ways in which numbers (or data) make differences in the world 

transparent through the development of particular indicators: 

“The policy discourse is about transparency, about what the numbers can explain and 

predict. The data are presented as speaking for themselves to the public body at large. 

Yet numbers are harder to read than this discourse claims. They are abstractions, 

subsuming a range of potential differences into a small number of indicators…” 

(Goldstein & Moss, 2014: 260) 



As numbers provide a simplified and selective form of transparency, rigorous 

disentanglement and re-contextualisation is required to understand what exactly the 

numbers ‘explain and predict’. In addition to the point made by Goldstein and Moss, I 

will argue that disentanglement and re-contextualisation are important not only in order 

to know what the numbers actually say, but also in order to analyse the performative 

effects (Barad, 2007; Brøgger, 2018; Butler, 1993; Staunæs, Brøgger, & Krejsler, 2018) 

of the specific forms of transparency provided by the numbers. The particular 

differences articulated in numbers depend on the design of particular metrics, and these 

articulated differences affect how the consumers of the numbers understand the world 

(insofar as the numbers are considered ‘reliable’). Thus, it is important that education 

scholars begin to analyse how particular metrics are designed. This renewal of the 

research agenda does not mean that previous studies (as outlined above) become 

insignificant, as they have contributed important insights on (some of) the performative 

effects of metrics. Thus, this renewal does not mean resetting the research agenda 

(Juelskjær & Schwennesen, 2012: 13), but moving one step closer to the metrics – a 

move that is enabled by the previous studies and their emphasis on performative effects. 

 

Case examples from Danish higher education 

I will now analyse two cases of metrics to illustrate how I suggest this task can be 

carried out, and furthermore to substantiate the way in which different ways of using 

metrics articulate (or configure) the phenomenon they measure in different ways. Each 

of the two cases represents a different way of measuring graduate employability in 

relation to university education. In other words, graduate employability is the example 

used to illustrate a point that I claim to be relevant for metrics in education more 

generally. It is a relevant example because graduate employability metrics play a 



significant role in the proliferation of metrics introduced to optimise and control the 

outcome of university education. Graduate employability, along with the completion 

time of students, has been a major agenda within national higher education policy in 

Denmark since 2014 (Nielsen & Sarauw, 2017), entangled with an attempt to improve 

the efficiency of the tax money spent on university education. From 2019, a graduate 

employability metric has even been incorporated into the public funding scheme for 

higher education, making funding dependent on the ability of universities to live up to 

particular performance targets in relation to graduate employment (Styrelsen for 

Forskning og Uddannelse, 2018). The example of graduate employability is also 

relevant because graduate employability is a complex phenomenon that is measured in 

different ways. Because of the relatively recent introduction of graduate employability 

metrics in Denmark, the notion of graduate employability is still open to negotiation and 

subject to conceptual unclarity, as neither policy actors nor universities have settled into 

one dominant measure yet. While any such plurality in metrics arguably lessens their 

(discursive and material) effects (Brandtner, 2017: 221), and thereby makes them harder 

to observe in my study, it also makes visible the differences between different metrics – 

and therefore their particularities. These contextual factors make the Danish case 

relevant and illustrative of my point. 

The material selected for analysis primarily includes the measurements results, 

displayed in reports, spreadsheets and websites, and the methodological documents 

describing the metrics in detail. These documents will be presented at the beginning of 

each case. The cases have been selected based on major fieldwork carried out by three 

Danish universities with different characteristics, but all within the humanities. The 

humanities are particularly interesting in Denmark at present because they are at the 

core of the debate on graduate employability and are thus an important site for the 



negotiation of configurations and metrics. From this fieldwork, where I observed a 

variety of decision-making meetings on educational development and interviewed 

students, teachers, quality officers, managers and national policy actors, the interest in 

studying graduate employability policies through the metrics employed to govern them 

slowly surfaced. Thus, while the interviews and observations from the fieldwork are not 

directly analysed in this paper, they had a big influence on my analysis of the two cases 

to which I will now turn. 

Case 1: Graduate employment statistics 

The first case involves graduate employment statistics. As the main example of this 

type, I will analyse a recently developed metric used in both higher education policy 

and in the quality work conducted by universities. This metric was produced by the 

Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Science (Styrelsen for Videregående 

Uddannelse, 2014), which also produced the previous graduate employment statistics 

(Styrelsen for Forskning og Uddannelse, 2018). These previous metrics are now used 

less frequently than the new metric because of the statistical and governmental 

advantages of the latter, but they are useful as a means of comparison for the main 

example. Graduate employment statistics are important metrics because of the 

formalised practices that have been built around them, and because of their 

contemporary dominance in the public and media discourse on higher education. 

Graduate employment statistics articulate differences between areas of study by 

sorting graduates according to three sets of classificatory principles (Bowker & Star, 

2000: 10-11), comprising employment status, year of graduation and area of study. The 

result is a quantified measurement of the labour market situation of graduates from a 

particular area of study in a particular year. While the previous graduate employment 

metric had five classificatory categories of employment status, reflecting what graduates 



were actually doing at the moment (enrolled in education, employed, emigrated, 

unemployed, or unavailable to the labour market), the new metric operates with only a 

single continuum of unemployment, calculated as an unemployment rate, defined as the 

extent to which graduates receive unemployment benefits. This shift from employment 

(or another positively defined activity) to the unemployment rate means that the metric 

articulates a (full or partial) lack of employment of the individual graduate – an activity 

that is not taking place. This shift involves a reconfiguration of higher education as a 

‘game’ that can be lost rather than won, and where all the players outside the game (for 

example those who are unable to work because of a disability) are removed from the 

board. 

By measuring a singular rate, the universities and their departments or degree 

programmes become directly comparable in a way that was not possible when operating 

with five categories between which there was no intrinsic hierarchy. This calculative 

move is a move away from what Marion Fourcade calls a nominal judgment of 

differences in kind to an ordinal judgment of differences in value (Fourcade, 2016: 176-

178). In the case of statistics, the ordinal judgment of hierarchy intersect with 

cardinality (or numerical values), whereby a numerical hierarchy emerges, and the 

result is a practice of ranking rather than merely a practice of measuring the labour 

market positions of graduates. The effect of this ranking is a commensuration of degree 

programmes in which one single difference is highlighted and made available for 

comparison (Espeland & Sauder, 2007). While the classifications could have been based 

on a range of other criteria than area of study, this particular classification makes degree 

programmes and university departments accountable, as their activity becomes the 

object of measurement. The new measurement constitutes educational units as possibly 



(and in practice almost always) holding a lack and a potential for development in the 

race to reach an unemployment rate as close to 0% as possible. 

Further articulations of differences are added when the metric is employed in 

policy. In a policy initiative from 2014 that caps student enrolment based on graduate 

employment statistics, an index of degree programmes with “systematic and striking 

excess unemployment” was introduced. This index identifies degree programmes with 

more than two percentage points above average unemployment in more than 7 out of 10 

years of measurement and obliges these degree programmes to reduce their enrolment 

of students (Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet, 2014a). Thereby, an arbitrary 

threshold of two percentage points marks the threshold between degree programmes 

that need regulation and those that do not. However, the ranking is not naturally given, 

but based on a particular measurement design. The selected time frame, measuring 

graduate unemployment in the 4th to 7th quarter after graduation, shows dramatic 

differences between degree programmes compared to measurements carried out after 

ten years. The dramatic differences in the 4th to 7th quarter are highlighted by shadowing 

or ignoring other, more congruent measurement results (Leonelli, Rappert, & Davies, 

2017). Through the use of an unambiguous ordinal judgment that articulates dramatic 

differences between areas of study, the metric makes degree programmes governable. 

The particular operationalisations of graduate employment in the metric is 

crucial to its articulations. First, the determination of the measurement as 

unemployment in the 4th to 7th quarters after graduation articulates that the value of 

higher education lies in the transition to the first job and early career, rather than in the 

career achievements of a graduate throughout a long working life. The utility of a 

degree in the 4th to 7th quarters becomes a proxy (Gorur, 2013) for the relevance of a 

degree programme. Second, the model assumes that the labour market will be relatively 



fixed in terms of the number of jobs available by determining the future number of 

graduates based on unemployment numbers from the past 10 years. In effect, the labour 

market situation up to ten years ago can affect the number of graduates produced in five 

or six years. In other words, the model assumes that the labour market is sluggish. 

Third, the calculation clusters degree programmes into groups such as “Classical 

Humanities” or “Area Studies and Others”, based on the idea that degree programmes in 

these groups educate for the same labour market (Uddannelses- og 

Forskningsministeriet, 2014b). This clustering reveals that the model assumes the 

existence of a fixed relationship between labour markets and the grouped areas of study. 

The logic of the model is that the academic disciplines within each of these groups, for 

example philosophy, history, Danish, different types of archaeology and religion, are all 

aimed at the same labour market; and that unemployment within this labour market can 

be regulated by regulating the number of graduates within the groups concerned. 

These three particularities of the metric articulate a particular relation between 

education and labour market, as a short-term supply of graduates into a clustered and 

relatively sluggish labour market. This articulation resonates with the economic theory 

of supply and demand: the number of graduates available is regarded as the supply, 

while the need of employers for graduate labour is regarded as the demand. Within this 

theory, a relatively high graduate unemployment number is regarded as reflecting a 

mismatch between the supply and demand situation facing university graduates (see the 

analysis by Wieling & Borghans, 2001 for an example), or what is also called an over-

supply (Teichler, 2007: 15) or excess supply. The idea is that if the supply goes down or 

the demand goes up, the unemployment numbers will go down. The policies in 

Denmark (and elsewhere), including the cap on student enrolment, have tackled the 

supply side of this mismatch. This emphasis on the supply side constitutes education as 



an immediate source of input for the labour market – an input that needs to be adapted 

to suit the short-term needs of the labour market. The national policy regulating the 

mismatch indicates that it is a government issue, but students and degree programmes 

are also affected. Students are incentivised to select degree programmes which are 

likely to lead to a job, and degree programmes are adjusted with a view to meeting the 

needs of the labour market.  

In summary, graduate (un)employment statistics articulate employability as a 

macro-phenomenon relating to the supply of and demand for graduates. The statistics 

establish differences by providing a single number for each degree programme that 

makes it easy to rank degree programmes in relation to each other. In this way, 

education is co-constituted as an immediate supply for the short-term entry into a 

relatively sluggish and predictable labour market. Importantly, education as a supply is 

articulated as defined by the discipline, and thus the degree in its entirety. This 

configuration of education as defined by the discipline is in line with other concurrently 

existing metrics that measure employability as a matter of the salaries of graduates 

according to disciplines, but in tension with other contemporary metrics that measure 

education and employability as a matter of skills and thereby as independent of the 

disciplinary background as such. However, all these metrics consider employability a 

product of higher education, unlike the second case, which I will turn to now. 

Case 2: Statistical analysis of job match and correlating social background 

factors 

The metric type analysed as the second case articulates the degree of success on the 

labour market as an issue relating to the social characteristics of the graduate rather than 

their educational background. This type of metric is mainly present in sociological 

studies, but can also be found in political analyses produced at arm’s length from the 



policy generating processes, and furthermore in universities in the form of an emerging 

awareness of the characteristics of the desirable student enrolment population. 

However, this sociological type of metric does not appear in official strategies, policies, 

or management processes. It thus remains an afterthought in the ‘employability’ work at 

the universities rather than a key indicator. Still, it is important to include a case on this 

metric because it completely alters the understanding of employability as a property of 

education to a property of the individual graduate. 

In the analysis of the type of metric that measures the social characteristics of 

graduates in relation to employment, I will mainly draw on a 2016 report by the 

independent, Danish, non-profit think tank DEA (Tænketanken DEA, 2016). This report 

analyses Danish cohorts of graduates from 2001 to 2013 in terms of their distribution 

across broader areas of study, their distribution across the labour market, their match 

between education and job, and the characteristics of the graduates that do not find a 

matching job. I will analyse the section in the report that describes the graduates with a 

non-matching job. 

In the report, employment success is measured as a ‘vertical match’ between the 

level of the degree and the level of the job in question (as opposed to a ‘horizontal 

match’ between the degree content and the job content). This match is measured in two 

ways: an academic match and a salary match. The academic match measures the 

proportion of graduates that occupy jobs which require skills and knowledge equal to or 

below an academic level equivalent to their Master’s degree, using the Danish version 

of the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) (Junge, Nygård, & 

Ramsløv, 2012: 13; Tænketanken DEA, 2016: 13). The salary match calculates the 

average salary of all employees in an occupational group with a higher education degree 

and compares the salaries of university graduates with this average (which includes 



graduates with higher education degrees lower than a Master’s degree). If the university 

graduate has a salary that is 10% above the average across all higher education degree 

levels, there is a salary match. Or in other words, if the salary is more than 10% above 

the average, it is assumed that the employer is paying the graduate for the extra skills 

achieved in the higher degree (Junge et al., 2012: 13; Tænketanken DEA, 2016: 13). 

The report combines the two different forms of match: graduates that do not match via 

either the academic match method or the salary match method are the only ones who are 

considered to be in the mismatch category. The combination of the two methods thus 

enables a binary differentiation between graduates. Like the graduate employment 

statistics, the match metrics articulate employability as a macro-economic phenomenon 

of supply and demand. A high level of academic mismatch within a field of study 

indicates an over-supply of graduates within that field, leading to the necessity for 

graduates to take jobs with lower educational requirements. However, a high level of 

salary mismatch also indicates that graduates are not as highly valued or in demand on 

the labour market as their educational level would suggest. So the two forms of match 

differ from the graduate employment statistics in the sense that mere employment is not 

enough – matching employment is required. 

These two measures of match are interesting in themselves, as metrics that have 

not (yet) surfaced as highly relevant policy instruments compared to the graduate 

employment statistics. However, they become particularly interesting when the 

mismatch becomes a matter that needs further explanation in terms of the social 

differences between graduates. This further explanation indicates that not (only) the 

areas of study are associated with a larger or smaller degree of match (as a result of the 

supply and demand of graduates within these areas), but that the idea of the discipline as 



the proxy of the ‘supply’ is accompanied by a range of other ideas of what characterises 

the ‘supply’ and of who is demanded. . 

Specifically, the DEA report looks at gender, age, children, immigrant status and 

employment sectori as characteristics of the mismatching graduates. The characteristics 

of the graduates are used to compose subpopulations, and these are again divided into 

sub-subpopulations according to the match/mismatch distinction. The report finds that 

the subpopulations of graduates above 30 years of age, graduates who immigrated or 

descend from immigrants, and humanities graduates working in the public sector 

constitute a larger proportion of the mismatch subpopulation; while neither the gender 

of graduates nor the issue of whether they have children results in a larger proportion of 

mismatching graduates. No interpretation is added to these results. However, even 

though (or perhaps because) the report does not include any explicit interpretations of 

the connections between findings and causes, the analysis based on subpopulation still 

tells a particular story. While the assumptions of causal relations are absent in the 

report, they are present in the materiality of the factors selected for analysis. The 

categories configure particular groups of graduates as (potentially) less employable or 

less in demand, and when no interpretations are provided, it is left to the readers to 

assume why. The particular selection of categories tells a story about which 

characteristics are regarded as having the causal power to explain a mismatch. 

Geography, socio-economic background, parent income, grades, part-time work 

experience during your studies and mother tongue are not included in the analysis as a 

possible explanatory factor of mismatch. Some of these factors are most likely left out 

because there is no available data on them, while others are left out despite the fact that 

previous studies have shown their significance. For example, the DEA’s 2012 report 

shows that in addition to age and origin, the average grade from the qualifying exam 



(most often upper-secondary school) has a significant effect on the degree of match 

(Junge et al., 2012: 21); and the Danish Evaluation Institute’s memo from 2018 shows 

that degree programmes with a higher entry grade from the qualifying exam are 

correlated with a lower unemployment rate (Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2018: 15). 

Another report from the Danish Evaluation Institute shows that a part-time job which is 

relevant for the degree programme in question reduces the risk of unemployment and 

increases the salaries of humanities graduates (Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2016). 

These factors, which are both measures of (signals of) graduate skills, could be relevant 

with regard to the mismatch revealed in the 2016 DEA report, as skills are traditionally 

associated with graduate employability, but they are not included. 

Instead, factors related to general life circumstances are included. Gender, age, 

parental status and origin all describe graduate characteristics that are not immediately 

linked to skills – but their inclusion in relation to job match statistics establishes a link 

between them and employability. In order to narrow down the analysis, I will focus in 

the following sections on how employability is linked with one of these factors. I have 

selected the factor of “origin”, as it is particularly loaded with an entanglement of 

assumptions of difference. I draw on Gillborn, Warmington and Demack (2018), who 

discuss how results relating to social characteristics (in their case: race) can be 

interpreted in different ways. The question is what interpretation of difference the 

correlated data articulate. One possible interpretation is that the correlation expresses a 

difference in the demand for graduates in the sense that immigrants and their 

descendants are discriminated against by employers who are more interested in the 

supply of what they might regard as “Danish” graduates. Another interpretation is that 

what is involved is a difference in terms of ability – that what might be regarded as  

“non-Danish” graduates are “less able to achieve” (Gillborn et al., 2018: 172). The 



ability to achieve employment can, then, be interpreted as lower either because of 

genetic, biological or other ‘natural’ reasons – for example that immigrants are less 

capable of handling a particular job – or because of structural reasons, with the lack of 

ability being regarded as the result of life-long discrimination or the lack of 

opportunities. Some scholars have pointed out that some social groups are less skilled in 

reading the demands of employers and less able to utilise their cultural capital and 

social connections (Delaney & Farren, 2016; Tomlinson, 2012: 415), which would be 

an argument supporting the idea that social structures affect the ability of particular 

groups. The DEA report does not contain any explicit interpretation, so readers are 

likely to interpret the numbers in a way that fits their pre-conditioned understanding of 

the world (Walter, 2010).  

However, in a world characterised by a liberal democratic ideal of objectivity 

and blindness to difference (Fourcade, 2016: 182-183), some interpretations are more 

persuasive than others. The liberal democratic ideal contains the egalitarian promise that 

in principle anyone can obtain any position, which supports the notion of classifying 

people according to performance rather than kind. As Fourcade points out, this 

classification principle stems from “a radically individualist and anti-elitist philosophy” 

and a “human capital view of the world” (Fourcade, 2016: 185) that are reflected in, for 

example, classification systems such as grades. The idea seems to be that anyone can 

study at the university if they have the necessary grades required for admission, and that 

any student can succeed if he or she is able to perform well. This ethical point of 

departure promotes the interpretation that mismatch in relation to origin is not caused by 

an inherent difference between “Danish” and “non-Danish” graduates expressing a 

difference in kind or ability in an inherent sense. Rather, it promotes an interpretation of 

a divergence in their behavioural performance at the labour market, whether this is due 



to different structural circumstances (which may affect how employers regard their 

behaviour) or due to different priorities of graduates from these different groups (as 

indicated for example in the study by Jacob, Gerth, & Weiss, 2018, who studied the 

behaviours of different social groups in relation to graduate employability and explained 

these behaviours with different motivational structures). Thereby, employability 

becomes a phenomenon that is deeply entangled with pre-conditioned notions of origin 

(and other social categories), a phenomenon that in some interpretations may even 

strengthen a category such as “immigrant or descendant” by adding yet another layer of 

dis-ability or self-inflicted misery to it (Dixon-Román, 2017: 435).  

The category of ‘origin’ is in itself problematic and open to various 

interpretations; but combined with the Western liberal interpretation related to 

performance rather than inherent ability, a pattern of likely interpretations emerges. In 

the establishment of this category, graduates are divided into “Danish” and “immigrants 

or descendants”, and thereby “immigrants” and “descendants” are made commensurate 

(Espeland & Stevens, 1998) without providing an explicit reason for this. The features 

shared by “immigrants or descendants” that differentiate them from the “Danish” 

graduates are unclear. “Immigrants” and “descendants” do not share an immigration 

history, since most “descendants” were born in Denmark. Nor can the difference 

necessarily be explained by the presence of a common culture or ethnicity: combining 

different ethnic groups into a single category and contrasting them to Danish graduates 

covers many differences between different ethnic groups and their cultures or life 

histories (Gillborn et al., 2018: 172). The most plausible features shared by 

“immigrants” and “descendants” are their relations to Danish society, so the larger 

mismatch of this group is more likely to be caused by a lack of integration of 



“immigrants and descendants” into Danish society, or to discriminatory practices on the 

Danish labour market. 

 In this type of metric, the articulation of graduate employability as a 

phenomenon relates to the social characteristics of the individual. Graduates are 

articulated as socially embedded individuals with a certain unified set of characteristics 

that make up their personality and employability. These characteristics make certain 

patterns of events more or less likely. Through the crafting of populations, subjects 

become constituted through difference – a difference that is installed in the subjects as a 

particularised history connected to their probabilities for life (Clough, 2016: 436). As 

such, characteristics such as age or origin stick to individuals as determinants of their 

chances in life. Thus, graduate employability is something which is built over a lifetime, 

and possibly even before the birth of graduates owing to the social characteristics of 

their parents. However, in this articulation, employability is not particularly related to 

higher education. 

Useful analytical concepts for the analysis of operations of metrics 

Each of the two cases tells its own story about graduate employability. Graduate 

employability can be measured as a matter of the supply of and demand for graduates 

with different disciplinary profiles; but it can also be measured as a matter of the 

individual socio-economic background of the individuals concerned. The two metrics 

produce radically different knowledge about what graduate employability is, thereby 

indirectly producing different knowledge about how it can be improved. The ways in 

which graduate employability, graduates and education are articulated are not separate 

from the metrics – they are embedded in the fine-grained details of the operations of the 

metrics, such as the differentiating practices analysed in the two cases above. The 

renewed research agenda indicates that these operations are significant with a view to 



grasping the performative effects of the metrics (a point to which I will return more 

comprehensively below). The case analyses have accumulated several concepts for use 

in analysing the operations of the two selected metrics, and I will now recap on these 

concepts. 

The first concept is ‘proxy’. I have used the notion of proxy to show how, in the 

first case, the area of study or disciplinary background of graduates became a proxy for 

their employability; while in the second case, the social characteristics of graduates 

(such as origin) became the proxy for their employability. I have borrowed this notion 

from Radhika Gorur (2013), who analyses the production of comparable numbers 

relating to schools as a series of translations into proxies in her study of the Australian 

website “My School”. In her case, the language and mathematics performance of the 

students becomes a proxy for student performance in general; and student performance 

in general becomes an indicator of teacher and school efficiency (Gorur, 2013: 225). 

The metrics thus articulate teacher and school efficiency as a matter of language and 

mathematics skills. Gorur also shows how an Index of Community Socio-Educational 

Advantage was developed in order to identify ‘like’ schools for comparison and remove 

student differences and disadvantages from the numbers (Gorur, 2013: 227), thereby 

making incommensurable schools commensurable and directly comparable (Espeland & 

Stevens, 1998). These detailed accounts of the translations embedded in the data make it 

possible to study how phenomena such as student achievement and school performance 

are articulated by data. The notion of the ‘proxy’, derived from the analytical concept of 

‘translation’ from ANT, is a useful analytical device in the study of the differentiating 

practices of metrics. In my case, this component of the analysis shows that the two 

metrics rely on radically different theories or understandings of what graduate 

employability is made of. 



The second notion is that of ‘classification principles’, which was introduced by 

Fourcade (Bowker & Star, 2000; Fourcade, 2016; Fourcade & Healy, 2017). I have used 

this concept in my analysis to show how both cases of metrics were entangled with 

liberal ideas of fundamental sameness that turn different measurement results into 

differences in performance. Fourcade distinguishes between nominal classifications 

according to kind, cardinal classifications according to numerical value or quantities, 

and ordinal classifications according to a value-based hierarchy or relative positions 

(Fourcade, 2016; Sørensen & Robertson, in press). She uses these distinctive modes of 

ordering reality as an analytical framework for contemporary classification practices, 

and shows how they are amplified, intersected and entangled with particular political 

ideologies with consequences for the people that are classified by these technologies 

(Fourcade, 2016). Notwithstanding the fact that Fourcade’s studies extend far beyond 

the field of education, she contributes analytical concepts that can help open the metrics 

and their intrinsic operations, thereby allowing us to know them in ways that are not 

immediately accessible to the reader of data. 

The third notion that I have used in my analysis is Wendy Espeland’s notion of 

‘commensuration’ (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Espeland & Stevens, 1998). Like ‘proxy’ 

and ‘classification principles’, the notion of ‘commensuration’ is analytically potent 

owing to its emphasis on how things are made equal and different in particular ways. As 

Espeland and Sauder state, commensuration “simplifies in two ways: by making 

irrelevant vast amounts of information” (in my case for example the national 

background of immigrants or the differentiation between “immigrants” and 

“descendants”), “and by imposing on [the information that] remains the same form – a 

shared metric” (Espeland & Sauder, 2007: 17). Commensuration processes select 

particular information for further use and format it in a particular way. In these 



processes, the properties that are made commensurable in the metric make other 

categories for expressing difference irrelevant, and thus invisible. As a result, the 

knowledge produced by a metric is decontextualised, leaving out aspects that could be 

considered relevant from perspectives outside the metric. I have used the notion of 

commensuration to show how different areas of study or differences in the origins of 

graduates (for instance) are made commensurable and thereby rendered eligible for 

comparison of performance. 

Other scholars, like Harvey Goldstein, have developed further fruitful analytical 

concepts, such as ‘cultural equivalence’ between what a test question can mean in 

different linguistic and cultural contexts, for instance. These concepts are not 

immediately relevant for the case analysis in this paper, which does not encompass test-

based metrics (Goldstein, 2017: 50). In a broader sense, however, they can also 

contribute to the accumulation of concepts that are useful in the study of the operations 

of metrics. 

The configurative agency of metrics 

I highlight the works of Gorur (2013), Fourcade (2016) and Espeland (Espeland & 

Sauder, 2007; Espeland & Stevens, 1998) because each of them introduces relevant 

concepts (‘proxy’, ‘classification principles’ and ‘commensuration’) that are useful in 

the study of the differentiating practices of metrics and how they organise the world in 

particular ways. However, the significance of the operations of metrics are not fully 

grasped with the analysis of these different kinds of operations and the articulations that 

emerge from the operations alone. My claim is that these articulations have 

performative effects, thereby contributing to the ways in which education emerges. 

These performative effects are a result of what I call the ‘configurative agency’ of 

metrics, and this agency is the precise reason why it is crucial to study the operations 



and articulations of various metrics. I understand the different operations or agency of 

metrics and the configurations they perform as practices rather than intentional forms of 

agency – practices that contribute to a particular ‘worlding’ (Barad, 2007; Staunæs et 

al., 2018) of the entities entangled with the metric through its configuration of them and 

their mutual relations. The two cases should be read in this light: as examples of types 

of metrics that form configurations which are materialised in political and educational 

practices – not as effects of linear, intentional decisions, but as performative effects of 

the wider entanglements of metrics and the histories of matter.  

In my understanding of metrics as agentic practices, I draw on the philosophy of 

Karen Barad. Barad’s particular contribution is her idea that the real is only real within 

phenomena, meaning within the entanglement of worldly matter and an apparatus that 

cuts this worldly matter in a particular way. She calls this philosophy ‘agential realism’, 

because it understands the real as something which is not there, but which is constantly 

performed by apparatuses of various kinds. Barad theorises that apparatuses, of which 

metrics is one form, are agentic boundary-setting practices that establish particular 

differences and relations between entities of the world. In this way she “shifts the focus 

from linguistic representations to discursive practices” (Barad, 2003: 807), which 

involves a different kind of analysis of metrics than merely reading their results as 

representations. The differentiating practices of apparatuses (including metrics) are 

discursive(-material) practices that constitute a field of possibilities in which statements 

and subjects (and much more) can emerge (Barad, 2003: 819). It is the production of 

this field, rather than data, with which the analysis of metrics and their operations 

engages. 

The discursive practices of and by metrics are always also material, as they are 

“embodied as specific material configurations of the world” that emerge as relations of 



material phenomena (Barad, 2003: 814). I argue (with Barad) that the performativity of 

metrics is configurative in a discursive-material sense, meaning that metrics and their 

configurations not only produce ideas about how things are related, but also always 

simultaneously emerge in particular materialisations. As Brøgger argues, governing 

technologies (such as metrics) reconfigure reality and “do not simply offer different 

perspectives on a pre-established reality” (Brøgger, 2018: 357). The (re)configurations 

of education materialise in decisions and practices such as the re-distribution of 

government funding, the re-design of degree programmes, or the job-searching practices 

of graduates with a “non-Danish” origin. These tangible effects materialise from 

particular configurations of (for instance) social characteristics as population-wide 

structures that determine life chances. 

Apparatuses do not merely represent the world (Barad, 2003: 804), but articulate 

it ‘ontologically’ (Barad, 2007: 170), which means that a particular (discursive and 

material) ontology emerges from the practices of organising the world in a particular 

way, as the metrics capture a particular part of the world. The organisations of 

separations and relations assemble in what I call the theory of the configuration, for 

example the economic theory of supply and demand or the sociological theory of social 

structures affecting individual lives. Thus, I argue that metrics are material forms of 

theories of relations, just as Lascoumes and Le Galès argue that policy instruments are 

material forms of theories of governing (Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2007: 4, 11). As 

shown in the analysis, the theories can be read off the differentiating practices of 

metrics, for example off the questions or tasks of a measuring apparatus (Dixon-Román, 

2016b: 163), and off its design (Barad, 2007: 139). Through the embodiment of these 

theories, (education) governance becomes affected in subtle ways. For example, the 

‘population’ is a technical object and a political object of management and government, 



which is in itself an effect of statistical analysis and its design – and is therefore not 

merely an input from ‘reality’ into statistics (Clough, 2016: 437). One interesting point 

posed by Clough is that while the social sciences started producing visible quantified 

knowledge on social differences between subpopulations in order to overcome these 

differences, the subpopulations were simultaneously reproduced and made an object of 

management. Through metrics offering social explanations for mismatch or 

unemployment, as the one found in the DEA report (Tænketanken DEA, 2016), the 

governmental and managerial levels of the Danish university sector are provided with 

material for governing and managing these subpopulations and their (relatively) high 

level of mismatch, and graduates with a “non-Danish” origin are provided material for 

self-governing and restricted aspiration. 

Thus, the configurations enacted by metrics, such as the configuration of 

employability as determined by ‘origin’ or the configuration of employment as 

determined by ‘area of study’, emerge from the differentiating practices or articulations 

of the metrics, conceptualised as apparatuses. The ‘configurative agency’ then emerges 

as a notion which is related to metrics as practices rather than as an attribute of a thing 

(Barad, 2003: 818). As Barad says, “agency is not aligned with human intentionality or 

subjectivity” (Barad, 2003: 826). Rather, agency is a “doing/being” (Barad, 2003: 827), 

in this case the operations (doings and beings) of the metric, that is congealed into 

matter (Barad, 2003: 822). Importantly, the configurative agency of metrics does not lie 

in a single metric alone, as if it was a linear function of the metric. Rather, it emerges 

from the complex ‘intra-actions’ (Barad, 2007) within the entangled entirety of the 

metric and previous materialisations of metrics, teachers, subjects, curriculum, 

government, labour markets, students, unemployment benefits, social categories and a 

range of other entities involved in graduate employability (or, more broadly, education) 



as a phenomenon. A metric such as the graduate unemployment rate analysed in case 1 

does not alone produce a particular outcome as a result of the design of the metric. 

Rather, the design of the metric is itself a product of the boundary-setting practices and 

the configurations embedded in it.  

However, metrics still contribute significantly to the kinds of ‘worldings’ 

(Barad, 2007: 160) that emerge, which makes it crucial to learn more about these 

practices. The configurations affect the way in which education materialises differently 

in and as a product of the work towards improving employability, for example in 

decisions about how to design degree programmes or enrol students. As such, the 

‘configurative agency’ can be understood as one particular mode of producing 

constitutive effects (Dahler-Larsen, 2007). Even though the cases analysed here are only 

two among a larger set of metrics and configurations, their mutual differences 

sufficiently illustrate how the genre of metric matters. In line with Dixon-Román and 

others, I suggest that the best way of studying numbers is by re-entangling them with 

the techniques, political ideas, cultural practices and histories from which they have 

emerged (Dixon-Román, 2016a: 484; Lather, 2016), and with the agencies and 

materialities that operate within them (de Freitas, Dixon-Román, & Lather, 2016: 432). 

The multiple re-entanglements of the numbers, illustrated by the cases and the many 

threads of analysis arising from them, expand our understanding of the practices of 

metrics. In the analysis of the two cases, the concepts of ‘proxy’, ‘classification 

principles’ and ‘commensuration’ have been useful in opening up the differentiating or 

discursive-material practices of the metrics to show how they translate and produce 

sameness and equivalences, as well as differences and hierarchies. Thus, the paper has 

contributed an initial accumulation of analytical concepts that can be deployed in the 

analysis of metrics and their configurative agency. 



Conclusion 

Throughout this paper, I have argued in favour of a renewed research agenda. This 

agenda breaks new ground in relation to studies of the performative effects in national 

and global contexts of the production and distribution of comparative education data, 

and moves a step closer towards the metrics behind the data to study the performative 

effects of the operations of the metrics, and thereby their configurative agency. I have 

suggested a few analytical concepts which are useful for this analysis and shown their 

productive capacities in an analysis of two metrics. Furthermore, drawing on the work 

of Karen Barad, I have elaborated on the ‘configurative agency’ of metrics and argued 

that metrics should be understood as discursive-material practices that ontologically 

articulate education (and other phenomena) as they materialise in particular ways. 

 However, the configurative agency of metrics is not a linear or predictable 

process. The co-existence of several metrics measuring the same phenomenon testifies 

to the dynamic character of the configurative agency and the openness of the 

phenomenon. This openness is a productive source in engaging with metrics. The 

openness and multiplicity of configurations limit the totalising effects of the 

configurations (Brandtner, 2017). The openness of metrics is particularly relevant when 

it comes to policy development and management in education. Here, the current 

tendency towards narrowing measurement results down to a single, easily comparable 

number turns data into hierarchies of performance rather than being detailed and 

nuanced information that can be used in a well-founded re-design of education and 

educational practices. As Espeland and Sauder point out, numbers require interpretation 

and translation just like other modes of communication (Espeland & Sauder, 2007: 18). 

If policy and management structures develop an enriched approach to numbers that 

allows a greater complexity and variety of information, the interpretational space will 

expand and thereby enable decisions that are not pre-given in the numbers. In relation to 



the graduate employability case, the enlarged interpretational space could open up 

conversations about what kinds of policies and technologies are most desirable and 

effective in a given context. 

The particularity of measurement arrangements matters. Every tiny specification 

of the concepts that are operationalised has an effect on both the measurement results 

and the embedded configurations. Each metric may not have a major effect on the 

mattering of the world in itself, but as a particular operationalisation gradually becomes 

a convention and a consolidated part of the repertoire on how to measure a particular 

phenomenon, such as education, the configurations may materialise in more solid ways, 

whereby the effects of metrics become more profound. Simultaneously, as the 

operationalisation or categorisation becomes a convention, it appears natural and 

coherent (Berman & Hirschman, 2018: 260; Espeland & Sauder, 2007: 19) and thus less 

particular. 

This does not mean that we should avoid metrics altogether, and my aim is not 

to criticise the people who produce metrics or claim that they are not doing a proper job. 

The metrics analysed here have been developed in contexts of particular circumstances 

and with particular purposes in mind, and they may well be very useful in relation to 

those purposes. My point is to increase transparency and raise our awareness about the 

metrics with which we, as educational professionals, surround ourselves. Arguably, the 

education sector needs to engage in discussions about the exact classification principles 

and proxies that are selected for measurement, and about what remains hidden when 

certain units are made commensurable, as the design of such metrics affects the future 

of education. If the definitions used in metrics are left to statisticians alone to decide, 

the configurative effects of metrics may come to depend too much on pragmatic 

solutions in the art of measurement and too little on professional knowledge and 



political values from within education. From a professional and political perspective, we 

could ask if we, for example, primarily want education to materialise as a preparation 

for early careers. And we could also ask how we want potential students to perceive 

data on their future employment prospects if they are descendants of immigrants or 

above the age of 30. The engagement in the governing of the metrics and their designs, 

and thereby the governing of what worldings (Barad, 2007: 160) they are allowed to 

produce, requires an awareness among teachers, education managers and politicians 

about how we measure, how we use metrics, and how our practices in this area affect 

education. I argue that we ought to amplify and refine our knowledge of measurement 

designs and their agentic consequences in an attempt to enhance the role of educational 

actors in decisions about metrics. This is one way in which metrics can be made 

governable (Berman & Hirschman, 2018: 263) and subject to a democratic 

conversation. 

And finally, when metrics are viewed as differentiating practices with a 

configurative agency, a renewed research agenda emerges where the world-producing 

practices of metrics, rather than the intentions behind them and the managerial and 

political practices around them, becomes the centre of attention. This research agenda 

engages with the numbers and the metrics behind them, focusing attention on their 

particularities, turning metrics into more than the black-boxed object of ‘data’ – they 

become distinguishable. Importantly, the distinguishability of metrics enables the 

inhabitants of education to engage with them in a more fruitful way that allows critique 

of particular metric designs, while it hardly enables a general dismissal of data. Therein 

lies a potential for the future engagement with data. 
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