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1. The Effects of Education on Development

Introduction

Education and development have multiple meanings and facets.  Two studies of education and development can easily contradict each other if their conceptions and uses of these terms are different. The relationship between them is complex, context-dependent, and constantly changing.  Education and development can affect each other in different ways and to different extents, under different conditions and at different times.

Education includes the change, improvement or formation of a person’s knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs and behaviors.  Education includes teaching, learning, and schooling, but is not restricted to one model. It can occur in the classroom, at home, or on the job; formally or informally; passively or actively; individually or in groups; with or without explicit goals; and at any time throughout a person’s life.  Educational processes interact with and are constrained by the existing economic, social and political order in a “dialectical process” (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983d, p. 225) on a personal, classroom, school, district, provincial, national, regional and global level (Bray & Thomas, 1995). The effects of education can be measured on individuals, various social groups, and the entire population.

Development implies a long-term process intended to produce positive change.  It is the improvement of individuals, groups, or the society as a whole.  Development can be measured by economic, social and political indicators.

Economic Development

Economic development is measured by the capacity to produce and accumulate capital. (In a capitalist or socialist system, development can be expressed in terms of capital, such as political, economic, social, knowledge, and human capital.) Indicators of economic prosperity include growth in GNP and annual income per capita, low foreign debt and trade deficit, increased savings and investments, high energy consumption, and high consumption of technological products such as automobiles, telephones and televisions. As a country develops, the emphasis of the economy, and thus the industry of the majority of workers, generally shifts from agriculture to manufacturing to service. The application of innovations derived from the knowledge of science and technology is used to increase outputs while saving labor and capital (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983b; Fuenzalida, 1994).

Western conceptions of economic development can be harmful to developing nations. Development can be used as doublespeak for conservative economic policies that benefit international trade and large multinational corporations at the expense of developing nations, for example, by increasing exports of raw materials from the developing to developed countries or by providing cheap labor. Also, development is harmful in the long term if consumption of non-renewable resources, especially energy, increases and the environment is damaged from waste. Western consumerism tends to downplay the importance of environmental issues (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983b; Fuenzalida, 1994).

Education can develop work-related skills and prepares the learner for work.  It can help meet a country’s needs for skilled and motivated manpower.  Vocational and technical education and early specialization through tracking may be appropriate where vocational tracks are well-established and accepted; the job market is stable and predictable or a planned recruitment and selection system is used, as in socialist countries; and programs are closely coordinated with future employers (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983d).  However, vocational education may be inappropriate when most jobs require higher-level skills, higher-paying jobs require no vocational training, vocational jobs have low status, or vocational programs and facilities are relatively expensive (Ballantine, 1983).  If the economy suddenly stagnates, school leavers and graduates may have a higher level of unemployment than the general population (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). School leavers, repeaters, and educated, unemployed people are a measure of educational waste.  If the aspirations of school graduates are higher than the labor market demands, the resulting frustration could cause social unrest (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). Education cannot generally create jobs, except for programs that teach entrepreneurship. Highly educated but underemployed workers may emigrate to a country where the pay and working environment are better, creating a “brain drain” (Ballantine, 1983).

It is difficult to predict job needs in a modern or modernizing society with rapidly changing markets, work environments and technology. Education should then be general and develop skills and attitudes of flexibility and adaptability (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983b). Where there is economic competition in a global market, creative thinking and innovation are needed, and too much standardization of curricula and pedagogy can be a barrier to change. An example of a more flexible curricula might be technical development which focuses on the acquisition of information and the rationalist development of science and technology. It is centered on ideas and critiques, and on tools and strategies for acquiring information. 

As a country develops, education shifts from being the privilege of a small elite to training for factory work and civil service to information and communication technology (Ballantine, 1983). In industrialized socialist societies, education tends to focus on math, science and technology to produce scientists, engineers and technicians. However, in developing countries, advanced education that trains people to use labor-saving technologies and compete for a few high-tech jobs (Fuenzalida, 1994) or academic education for a few white-collar or clerical jobs (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983b) can worsen the unemployment problem. 

Education as an economic investment can be measured by a cost-benefit analysis. The cost-effectiveness of an educational program depends on the economic and social context of the program. For example, human capital theory assumes that formal education is an investment that increases the productivity of the population. However, education can decrease worker productivity if it decreases the worker’s job satisfaction, e.g. if the job’s intellectual demands are below the worker’s education level, or it decreases the worker’s willingness to perform physical labor. Also, education may serve more to create attitudes and motivation for work than to increase job-related skills. It may create a “skilled work force inappropriate to the demands of a Third World labor market” (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). 

Also, there are many ways in which mass or non-formal education can help economic development in developing countries. For example, health education that imparts practical knowledge of nutrition, sanitation and the spread of communicable diseases can improve the productivity of workers and reduce work absences. Education can also be used to affect population growth rates. If a country is overpopulated and unemployment is high, education can help reduce population growth. If a country is underpopulated and needs a larger work force, education can encourage people to have more children. But the influence on the economy is relatively minor and long-term, and politicians seek immediate, tangible results.

The economic gains of education are indirect and therefore difficult to measure. The fallacy of attributing residual gains in national productivity to education is that many other factors may instead be the cause (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). For example, there is a correlation between literacy and economic growth, especially in urban, industrialized areas, but the economic growth often precedes literacy and universal primary school enrollments (Fuller et al., 1987). Education is only one of many ingredients for development, and there may be more urgent budget items for economic development, such as an economic infrastructure or a public works program to increase employment (Abernethy, 1969), or investment in adequate food, housing, health, work facilities and equipment to make people more productive (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a and 1983b).

Costs are also difficult to measure. When the cost of education produces significant economic returns, it is a good investment. Otherwise education is just a consumable and can only be justified by arguments of equity. All educational costs should be considered, including costs to the individual and costs to the local and national governments and society; and costs for facilities, equipment, materials, and personnel (instructors, administration, other staff). Always considering that the time that the students spend in school could possibly be spent being productive and learning in the workplace. Many studies neglect hidden costs like this. The cost of one year of secondary or tertiary education is many times the cost of one year of primary education, and returns to investment are generally higher at lower levels of education in all parts of the world, though higher levels of education may be a better investment in countries with universal access in lower levels (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983b).

Because the worldwide educational expansion in the 1960s and early 1970s was not accompanied by significant economic growth or reduction of inequalities, many governments began to question whether public funding of education could greatly contribute to economic development. As a result, funding was cut, and education was increasingly privatized (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). The economies of all countries involve both the public and private sectors, so education should be funded by a locally appropriate combination of public and private funds (Fuenzalida, 1994). Relying too much on state funding may harm the economy and reduce market competition, but relying too much on private contributions may increase inequalities.

Social Development

Economic growth does not necessarily benefit the entire population equally (Fuenzalida, 1994). Social development, in contrast with economic development, is generally concerned with equitable distribution of wealth and preservation of cultural identity. Indicators of equity include poverty (and its results, such as illness, malnutrition, short life expectancy, high infant mortality), unemployment, and gap between richest and poorest groups. Social development can be measured at many levels of social groups: individuals, families, communities, religious and ethnic groups, regions, nations, and globally.

The worth of education is not limited to financial indicators. School-related indicators of equity include literacy, school access, percentage of school-age children who are actually in school, school levels completed, and employment gained from related school qualifications.

Literacy is one of the most important indicators of social development. Writing enables the efficient and error-free transmission of skills and knowledge through the generations. Writing is more reliable than memory, and transmission errors are reduced. “The literate person has greater powers of communication, critical consciousness and control over his or her environment” (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a, p. 41). Literacy “expands personal choice” and “allows for collective action” (p. 45), and it can be considered a basic human right. Literacy is particularly important for development in socialist countries, where written communication is critical because cooperative work is stressed over individual capitalist competition.

Education can preserve or change, develop or destroy local cultures and values. Modernization theory is a sociological claim that people must have modern values, beliefs and behaviors to develop economically and socially (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). For example, they must follow work schedules, make decisions based on evidence, follow rules, and work as a group in order to participate in “large-scale modern productive enterprises such as the factory” (Inkeles & Smith, 1974). However, it is questioned because of its ethnocentrism, its bias toward urban, wealthy people and its blind replacement of traditional cultures with Western culture (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). 

Education can introduce foreign cultures and ways of thinking that can have both positive and negative effects. Both overt socialist or religious ideologies and the indirect “hidden curriculum” of Western science and materialism can inculcate values and attitudes that may be more important than the subject matter being taught directly (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983a). However, individuals in traditional societies may lack motivation to change or may consciously resist (Ballantine, 1983). 

Education serves to transmit religious, moral or ideological values that create bonds within social groups such as the family, social classes, ethnic groups, and the nation state, and education that emphasizes modern values may serve to break up these groups. By promoting obedience and nonviolence, education can reduce crime, but allowing complete freedom of expression and skeptical questioning of traditional values may create disputes. 

The increasing worldwide standardization of math and science curricula can make it easier for teachers from developed countries to volunteer teach and train teachers in developing countries, and teacher exchanges could help people in both countries see development as a global process, but language and cultural barriers would need to be overcome (Fuenzalida, 1994). 

National exams set a measurable standard of achievement, but they narrow the focus of acceptable achievement. Education can create competence for the modern sector, but the same learning might not be applicable in a rural setting, so education should be locally customized to reflect the student’s future work environment. Using a national or international language as the language of instruction helps to unify social groups, but it may contribute to the extinction of local languages.

To see the distribution of education by level, an educational pyramid can be constructed by graphing the number of students on the X-axis and grade level on the Y-axis. The shape of this pyramid is determined by government educational policies, the popular (democratic) and commercial (economic) demand for education, and available funds and resources. Adjusting the shape of the pyramid will result in changes in society. Different shapes will be optimal for different societies. In an elitist society with high inequalities, or a developing country with a dual economy and small industrial base where there are few resources, enrollments in advanced education or training will be low and the pyramid will necessarily be narrow at the top. In an advanced system, the top of the pyramid will be broad, and many occupations will require more training (Kerr, 1979). An overemphasis on universal primary education could be detrimental to institutions of higher education and harm a nation’s capacity for independent economic development, whereas ability grouping and tracking, providing free higher education or putting more money into universities could create inequality and elitism by taking money away from primary education.

Political Development

Political development includes participation and integration (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983c).  Political participation means different things in different political systems.  For example, democratic participation includes voting and cooperative planning, while socialism emphasizes greater popular political control over production. Integration is a sense of community, national identity, and national unity, and includes the reduction of ethnic, linguistic, religious, gender, class, and urban-rural conflicts and divisions in pluralistic societies and the promotion of civil and human rights (Bock, 1982). 

The groups that determine what political development is and how it should be measured have the power to control and shape society. Radicals and conservatives emphasize different indicators to measure development. However, certain values, such as human life and human rights, are apparently universal and can be agreed upon by most nations, so relativism is not always appropriate.

Education’s political role can be reactionary or revolutionary (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983d). In its conservative role, education reproduces and preserves the status quo. It serves three major functions: to indoctrinate the young with the values of the political group in power, to recruit and train the future elite to be competent leaders and administrators, and to integrate political groups to create a national consensus (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983b). The traditional functionalist view portrays education as a meritocratic system that provides a fair means for all people to gain political power through educational achievement. Allocation theory portrays education as a way to sort people and to allocate future work roles (Bock, 1982). Education can also foster cooperation and non-violent conflict resolution. It can break down local loyalties, encourage state loyalties, and help maintain state boundaries. In economically and political complex societies, mass schooling becomes more important for state survival (Cohen).

Strong criticisms have been raised of the conservative role of education. For neo-Marxist critics, the important question is “what kind of education is appropriate for what kind of development, and in whose interests?”  Education can legitimate claims to power and wealth, serve “the interests of those in power … perpetuate the inequalities of the social system … reproduce the class structure”, and produce “a docile and compliant workforce” (Fagerlind & Saha, 1983a, p. 53). 

Many of the rulers of the newly independent colonies were educated in developed countries, so they tended to support the modern, pro-West policies that they learned abroad. Local and national neocolonial rulers support the colonial education systems in place and stir up political divisions to exploit the divide-and-rule strategy of colonial rulers. Centralization of education can legitimize political power by enforcing top-down implementation of educational planning. According to dependency theory, education can serve to make developing countries continually dependent on developed countries, for example, through imports of books, electronic equipment, and teachers from developed countries, and through the influence of educational advisors from international institutes dominated by the interests of developed countries.

In its liberating role, education can challenge and change the status quo. Education can act as the primary political change agent (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983c). Education can encourage political empowerment, peaceful or militant organized resistance, social transformation and political revolution. At the individual level, education can promote critical thinking, experimentation, self-reliance, and self-awareness. By allowing equal access and giving equal treatment to all groups, education can promote civil rights. By increasing the economic life-chances of people, education can improve equity and human rights and redistribute power and wealth.

Several related theories examine the role of education in political change. Dependency theory focuses on liberation from imperialism and colonialism (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983c). Conflict theory portrays education as a tool of the power struggle of competing groups. Legitimation theory portrays education as a way to change the existing social structure, roles and rules (Bock, 1982). Modernization theorists believe that mass education can increase consciousness, awareness of rights and political participation, leading to the creation of a democratic society, but institutional theorists think higher education may have more impact on democratization than mass education (Benavot, 1996). 

This liberating role of education also has some problems. Students are more likely adopt democratic values if the school setting encourages independent thinking and if the school structure is less hierarchical (Fägerlind & Saha, 1983c), but if education is too focused on student or parent demands, it may be incoherent and trendy. Also, students who make demands for political changes may create civil unrest and political instability that may harm the economy, at least in the short term. Also, decentralized planning and selection of curriculum and pedagogy can encourage local democratic participation, and it seems to be more necessary in heterogeneous societies like the US than in homogeneous societies like Japan, but too much decentralization of education can lead to decreases in equity and integration if the State does not intervene and protect underprivileged groups from exploitation by privileged groups.

Conclusions

To best contribute to development, education should be appropriate to the context to which it is applied. For example, there should be a good match between education and a country’s economic and political development (Abernethy, 1969). The appropriate education model therefore depends on whether a country is capitalist or socialist, industrialized or non-industrialized, high-income or low-income, modern or traditional. The entire educational, economic, social, and political system must be understood, on levels ranging from local (low) to global (high) (Bray & Thomas, 1995), and how it has changed over time recently and in the long term. Education is only one part of the system, so education alone does not have the power to transform society. Studies should not be limited to formal education; the important roles of informal and non-formal education should be considered in more depth. Education is most effective when the entire system is stable and healthy, and when a country or group is not overly constrained by global or external political, economic and social forces.

Because education systems take a long time to change, educational policies should follow a consistent long-term plan rather than rapidly changing large programs or educational philosophies with the whims of political leaders and rapid changes in government. However, education must respond more rapidly to the accelerating pace of changes in society. Within a broad framework, educational plans should be more customizable and flexible, especially at the local level.

Development should be seen as a cooperative international process, not a competitive national one. The development of one country should not harm the development of another. Prosperity and equity should be sought on a global scale, not merely within a country. Global resources are finite and should be considered the property of everyone. There is need for a global development strategy (Fuenzalida, 1994) that is developed through equitable political compromise at all levels as well as technical expertise.
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