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I. Introduction
‘What is the purpose of education?’ I remember the first
time I was asked this question. I remember stifling a smug
‘Oh, an easy one’ as I picked up my pen and began writing.
And stopped after four words; crossed out three of them;
furrowed my brow; scratched my head – this went on for ten
minutes! How could something that felt so certain be so hard
to articulate? Why had I never been asked the question
before – not at school, nor in teacher training or teaching,
nor during six years of managing educators?

Answering the question ‘What is the purpose of
education’ reveals that education has a complex role to play
in individual and community development, and in the
economy, environment, politics and society, at national and
global levels. I suggest that the
fact that we are not asked – nor
widely asking – the question,
demonstrates that thinking and
practice are being shepherded
down one track: the purpose of
education is to serve the
economy. The ‘debates’ on
behaviour or personalised learning are sideshows; tinkering
with practice to address problems that result from a failure to
adequately define purpose. 

This article seeks to begin a dialogue on how we can
challenge the very basis of the current consensus on
education. After I give an outline of the current policy
consensus, I will critique the model on which our current
system is based: a fundamentally flawed model that leads to
flawed policies and flawed targets. I will then assess the
impact of the current model against the framework of the
‘educational footprint’ – the impact of education on the
economy, environment, politics and society, and individual
and community development. Finally, I assert that the
Development Education movement is well placed to work
with others to issue a collective challenge to the current
consensus, and provide evidence of the type of education
that will achieve the change we want to see. Illustrations are
drawn from the schools sector, covering classroom, school
and national level policy and practice.

II. Current model
Human capital theory (HCT) holds that investment in
education and training has a high economic rate of return at

individual and national levels. Education is the site for
developing what economists describe as ‘human capital’ and
non-economists as ‘skills’ that increase employability, an
indicator of economic growth. This consensus is based on a
model that equates the quantity of education (qualifications
or years in the system) with employability and economic
growth. In this model, education exists to equip people to
produce and earn, to serve their material needs and the
national economy. This lies within wider orthodox economic
growth theory that also assumes that an increase in any
discrete input (capital, employment, land use and time) leads
to increases in total economic output (growth), without
considering the impact of how the elements interact (Wolf,
2004). 

This consensus (across the United
Nations (UN), Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) and
European Union (EU)) is
reflected in UK education policy
where official papers shifted from
citing non-economic to economic

purposes of education after the 1960s (Wolf, 2004). The UK
government is a ‘strong supporter of the Lisbon agenda’ of
education for economic growth, agreed in 2000 by EU heads
of government, that informs education policy across the EU
and is the focus of regular ministerial meetings (DfES,
2003). Promoting market competition as the route to school
improvement underlines the economic philosophy behind
education in England.

In the glow generated by the government’s Every Child
Matters agenda, or promises of global citizenship education,
why say that the overarching drivers of education policy are
economic? Even ostensibly non-economic policies betray
economic drivers in their framing and prioritisation. Thus,
on the Every Child Matters website (www.everychildmatters.
gov.uk), you will find ‘Schools’ under the tab ‘Education,
Training, Employment’. Additionally, Goal 1 of the DfES
(Department for Education and Skills, England)
International Strategy is ‘Equipping our children, young
people and adults for life in a global society and skills in a
global economy’. Warm words around the global dimension
are lost in economic discourse. ‘Particular priority’ in Goal 2
is given to achieving the Lisbon agenda that seeks to make
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the EU the most competitive economy by having more
people staying longer in education and getting more
qualifications, whilst Goal 3 promotes the economic
contribution of the UK education sector, including the
‘import’ of students (DfES, 2005). 

Surely people should have the right to educational
progress and to a sustainable livelihood? Yes, education can,
does, and should have an economic function. However an
education system that is based on an economy-centred model
is less likely to motivate individuals to achieve and remain in
education. Thus it is less likely to achieve the current targets,
but also the wider benefits of learning to individuals and
communities as well as to economy, environment, politics
and society. 

III. Critique 
i. Flawed model
So the framing of education that permeates all policymaking
is based on this equation: ‘more education = more
economic growth’. We need to question this equation to get
to the heart of why the economic model of education is
counter-productive for education, but also the economy it
purports to serve.

Why is it important to challenge the model of education
that underlies current policymaking and target setting? We
need to be able to make a coherent theoretical case for
policymakers and present them with relevant evidence to
prove that the privileging of economic over other outcomes
leads to flawed policymaking. By presenting an analysis of
the flaws of the model, we demonstrate our credibility in
providing strong analysis and a more accurate model in
which more effective policymaking can be rooted.

Policy is currently based on a flawed analysis that predicts
that ‘a’ (economic growth) always follows ‘b’ (more
education), whereas ‘a’ might only happen where 

� ‘b’ exists in specific relation to ‘c’ and ‘d’; or 

� only in environment ‘e’; or 

� not at all if you focus on ‘a’ to the detriment of the rest
of the alphabet. 

Furthermore, education is a complex system in its own right,
interacting with other complex systems, and it matters how
discrete elements are combined and interact. The economic
model of education is a misreading of the complexity of the
interrelationships within education and economy, and
between community, education, economy, environment,
individuals, politics and society. Whilst policymakers prefer
simple models, this equation is actually simplistic: the
Fisher-Price model of economics and education. Everything
that happens inside education not only depends on previous
actions, but also changes everything that could happen as a
result of it, how that happens, and on a host of external
factors, which it, in turn, affects it in a complex manner –
not so Fisher-Price! 

There is scant evidence to support this simplistic input-
output model of education and economic benefits. First,

there is no evidence as to whether the relationship is
correlation or cause: economic growth and education may
coexist without one causing the other directly. Whilst
microeconomic evidence shows individuals’ earnings
increase as basic skills improve, macroeconomic studies
cannot provide evidence of education’s contribution to
national economic growth (World Bank, 1990). Second, if
there is a causal relationship, we do not know the direction
of the reaction: more education may cause economic growth,
or economic growth could cause more demand for education
by increasing access and aspiration, or it could work both
ways. Last, is it really only about the quantity of education
and the quantity of growth?

ii. Flawed policies and targets
So far so theoretical – does it matter? It matters because
policy made on the basis of this flawed model produces
flawed educational outcomes. Education and the economy
are complex systems, so policymaking based on this
simplistic model carries a fundamental flaw – it cannot
achieve the outcomes it seeks and will have negative,
unintended consequences. 

Targets and indicators that are set on the basis of flawed
analysis and flawed policies are, by necessity, flawed. The
targets that flow from this model do not measure what most
people value in education (Davies, 2005). Indicators and
targets teach us what to value, and sometimes to behave in
ways that betray a different values base than that which we
would like to hold: the dictum ‘You don’t measure what you
don’t value’ has its counterpoint in ‘You don’t value what
you don’t measure’. At the national level in England, we do
not currently measure the impact of the educational system
on the quality of the individual’s learning experience, well-
being and development; nor on communities, environment,
politics and society; nor on the full gamut of potential
economic gains (reduced costs and higher returns on social
investment). Do we not value these things? By not
measuring them, we are masking the negative consequences
that flow from a flawed educational model.

Even what is measured does not give credible data, since
the indicators serve as proxy for too many factors and may
mask others. In England, the target chosen is the length of
time in education or level of learning achieved. This
indicator serves as a proxy of someone’s employability,
which is, in turn, a proxy for the intelligence and work of the
pupil, but also the teacher as well as the school environment
and ethos through League Tables. That’s a lot of work for
one or two indicators! Moreover, employability may mask an
entirely different factor – it may be more strongly correlated
with socioeconomic background than the length of time in
education, which is simply one manifestation of this, truer,
indicator (Wolf, 2004). 

Targets matter because they set the environment for
learning. Quantitative targets are not effective proxies for,
nor are they drivers of, the desired behaviours that would
make a qualitative difference to education. The argument is
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that in order to achieve quantitative targets, schools will
naturally seek to improve the qualitative experience of
schooling. However, in schools where teachers are
pressurised to maintain or improve the school’s League Table
position, undesired teacher behaviours (teaching to test)
manipulate the inputs, and serve the indicator (the school’s
place in the league tables) rather than the purported outcome
(a better education and employability), and even less pupils’
development or educational experience. For instance, this
translates into a school life where teachers and pupils are
pressurised to teach and learn to Standard Attainment Tests
(SATs), with non-SATs subjects’ timetable squeezed. This
occurs to the detriment of a quality educational experience
for pupils. Nationally, the Qualifications Curriculum
Authority (QCA) sends to every school in England an
analysis of weaknesses in the latest SATs and how to teach
differently to improve that area,
creating a professional norm of
teaching to test
(www.qca.org.uk/itl.html). 

There is a contradiction in
government rhetoric of a
multidimensional purpose and
practice of education, against
the drivers from the overarching
model and policy and targets
derived from it. Governments do see the interconnections,
not least when they need to design further policy tinkering to
mitigate the negative unintended consequences: treating the
symptom, not the cause. This bolt-on tinkering places the
burden on practitioners rather than the source of the
problem: the overarching model and policies that neither
facilitate nor reward this practice. In England this can be
seen in calls for personalised learning and sustainable
schools whilst focusing targets and rewards (the drivers of
behaviours) on narrow quantitative measures. 

IV. Educational footprint
The impact of any prevailing configuration of education can
be described as the ‘educational footprint’. This is the
impact of education on the economy, environment, politics
and society (based on Tide’s Development Education
Compass Rose, www.tidec.org) and, crucially, on individual
and community development. I will briefly outline evidence
that the current system produces flawed or questionable
outcomes for all categories of this analytical framework.

As regards the economy, England’s education system is
allegedly designed to increase skills or human capital, yet
the proportion of NEETs (16-18 year-olds Not in Education,
Employment or Training) remained level from 1997-2007,
showing a failure of the current system to support or
motivate this group into economically productive activity.
Nor is the current education system designed to reap
potential community, political and social benefits. There is
evidence that participating in education reduces adults’
political cynicism and racism, and engenders more positive
attitudes to sustainability. This affects not only political

participation – changing voter behaviour to vote more
frequently and for different parties – but also community
cohesion. These outcomes bring about additional economic
benefits in lower social costs and higher returns on social
investment. Thus improved education could save £10m-
£500m in crime costs, in addition to reaping community,
environmental, political and social dividends
(www.learningbenefits.net).

As to individual development, people cannot flourish in a
system such as this. Factors that carry direct influence are
not addressed at source in the current model, and the factors
that are addressed actively disengage young people from
learning. First, ‘value added’ factors in school League Tables
demonstrate that these factors affect learning experiences
and educational attainment. Inequitable educational
experiences are seen in that young people are broken down

by gender, race and
socioeconomic status (yes, I do
mean that young people are
broken down, not the
statistics). Secondly, the focus
on achieving the targets in
itself makes it less probable
that the targets will be
achieved. The attainment
targets disproportionately focus

on cognitive aspects of education (such as content learning).
Since learner disengagement occurs when education is
centred on cognitive aspects only, the targets are less likely
to be achieved than if they focused equally on non-cognitive
and meta-cognitive aspects (such as learning to learn). These
facets of learning cannot be bolted-on – they need to have
equal footing in the educational model and policies. Third,
the ‘length of learning’ target is undermined since
disengaged students are less likely to remain in education or
if they do, undermine the learning experience of others. 

V. So what now?
The focus in the economic model of education on the
quantity of education as the key to economic growth misses
the evidence that the quality or type of education provided is
equally, if not more, important in achieving this goal. A
quantitative focus might even work against achieving the
desired outcome, whereas a qualitative focus might more
effectively increase the length of time people are motivated
to stay in education and the qualifications they gain. Even
Denison, a key proponent of the quantitative target,
recognises the qualitative argument: his full recommendation
is ‘Add 11/2 years to the average time ... spent in schools ...
or make the equivalent improvement in the quality of
education’ (Denison 1964 – italics mine).

The model underpinning education policy must address
the quality – the type and value – of the educational
experience in order for policy, targets and practice inside the
classroom, in schools and nationally to leave a positive
educational footprint. If not, it will lead to a continuation of
dissatisfaction amongst young people, parents and teachers,
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employees and employers, citizens and consumers. And not
even the economy will be served. The consequence, if we
carry on ‘business as usual’, is a downward spiral of flawed
targets being manipulated, influencing policy, leading to
more flawed targets. The focus on education as the
development of economic actors, through measurements of
the quantity of education (levels and years of schooling),
does not necessarily support the economic outcome it seeks
(employability) and undermines many others. It cannot
support the actualisation of all aspects of humanity,
individual or collective: these benefits cannot be reaped
unless education is deliberately designed to sow and nurture
these seeds.

I want education to do something positive for the whole
educational footprint: I want it to serve a wider purpose, not
simply be the economy’s servant. I want practitioners,
policymakers and academics asking ‘What is the purpose of
education?’ and ensuring that their work serves that. As part
of a wider movement, we know a better way – building an
education system that promotes an educational model from
which flow policies and practice that serve wider purposes
of education: an upward spiral of education policy and
practice that supports livelihoods as one part of the complex
system in which we all exist and affect in complex ways. An
education framed in this way would strengthen the economy,
through a more developmental, productive and effective
educational experience that would also reap the direct and
wider benefits of learning for individuals, families, and
communities locally and globally. In so doing, it would also
strengthen politics, society and the environment.

VI. Conclusion
As development education moves into the mainstream, we
are increasingly challenged to justify our model of education
in terms of how it fulfils the needs of the current educational
agenda: testing, standards and fitting young people for work.
We also need to defend against our agenda being taken on in
a tokenistic and piecemeal manner, such as in the DfES
International Strategy. However, whilst we must equip
ourselves to defend our vision and practice against criteria
set externally, we cannot forget our own criteria and the
values we would want to measure ourselves against. In order
to do this effectively, we need to critically question the
framing of education as the economy’s servant; we need to
argue that education that is configured in this way cannot
reap the potential individual, family, community, economic,
environmental, political and social benefits. Crucially, we
need to argue coherently that it doesn’t even serve the
economy. 

The DE movement is well placed to be an important part
of moving this agenda forward for several reasons. First

because we are accustomed (amongst ourselves and with
some learners) to contrasting the multidimensional reality of
global poverty with purely economic measures (UN
Development Programme approach to human development
versus World Bank measures), so we can explain this effect
in education policy. Second, we place the person and society
at the heart of the educational experience, as a Freirean route
to read the world as well as the word. Last, we are used to
starting where the learner is. But we need to beware of how
we treat those we do not consider to be learners, such as
policymakers, colleagues or ‘other DEs’; setting the purity of
our vision of change above the possibility of agreeing for
long enough to lay down a real challenge to the status quo: if
we do not, we divide and conquer ourselves.

I remember the first time I was asked, ‘What is the
purpose of education?’ I still ask myself that question
regularly, and assess in what way the current reality of
education serves that. I constantly find the current system
wanting in all spheres. The evidence is that I’m not alone.

Making change happen is more complicated than
maintaining the status quo: differing brands of change
compete with each other rather than remaining focused on
the target. So, rather than telling you my answer to that
question – dictating my brand of change – I’d like to ask
you: What do YOU think are the purposes of education? Do
you think the current system supports them? Maybe that is a
better place for us to start a conversation and a movement to
build the change we want to see.
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