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Does Education Matter?  Alison Wolf sets out to answer that question and in the process provides a provocative analysis of government policy towards state assisted education. Wolf, a Professor of Education at the University of London’s Institute of Education, focuses some of her attention on the situation in the United Kingdom but she uses a significant amount of comparative information from other jurisdictions to make her points.  Essentially, Wolf argues that to the individual, education does matter – the return on investment is very good – a fact that will come of no surprise to individuals in the higher education sector. The more interesting part of her analysis focuses on a particular aspect of the ‘public good’ argument – that investment in higher education is the ‘driver’ behind economic growth.  With that supposition firmly in her sights, she provides a persuasive argument that there is little economic evidence to support the assertion that more public investment translates directly into economic growth. Using examples from around the world, Wolf illustrates the fiction associated with the basic premise. To what end you might ask? 

· First, to dispel the myth. In her view the “belief in a simple, direct relationship between the amount of education in a society and its future growth rate” is simply incorrect (p.244). 

· Second, to draw attention to the waste of public monies on wrong-headed government policies, especially the investment in vocational training. 

· Third, to sound the alarm that more public investment brings with it greater government intervention that, in turn, assures ‘quality’ is only a seven letter word. Driven by an economic agenda that promotes a fixation for quantitative indicators, governments are quickly drawn to measures of success that can be easily counted.  Impacts on quality are swept aside by the obvious ‘good’ associated with economic growth.  

· Fourth to bring attention to the fact that as demand for higher education has grown the result has been “constant downward pressure on costs and on real levels of spending” (p.247) which in turn has taken higher education to the point where the ‘very best’ no longer seek out research or teaching as a career.  

· And finally, to suggest that the focus on education as the “engine of economic growth”, has “narrowed the way we think about social policy. It has also narrowed – dismally and progressively – our vision of education itself.” (p.254) 

Wolf’s basic arguments have a measure of truth to them and she is persuasive in her analysis – especially with respect to the waste of government directed investments in vocational training. While her focus is on the United Kingdom, many of her observations and arguments would be applicable to countries around the world, including North America. However, she appears to have a warm spot for the United States where the presence of the marketplace and emphasis on competition leads to differentiation and “hopefully some world-class winners (but probably some world class stinkers too)” (p.219).

So, what is to be done? Wolf’s disenchantment with government intervention and centralized education policies leads her to lean towards the virtues and vices of the American system. She is not hopeful, however, about the likelihood of much movement in that direction in her own country. Interestingly, if she was writing today she would likely see recent funding reforms in the United Kingdom as a step in the right direction but would be quick to note the bureaucracy the reforms have engendered.

The value of Does Education Matter? is that it provides a different perspective on the current economic rationale for greater public investment in higher education. Consequently, it may just sharpen arguments about the ‘public good’. Further, it may focus greater attention on determining what the term ‘quality’ in higher education really means.  Finally, it sheds some light on higher education policy in the United Kingdom and provides an insider view that contrasts sharply with what might be considered the more commonly held view of education reform in the United Kingdom. 

Previous reviews – Kirp’s Shakespeare, Einstein and the Bottom Line, and Bok’s Universities in the Marketplace – provided a glimpse into the workings of the higher education market in America and the perils and pitfalls associated with the market.

Wolf’s analysis provides an interesting perspective on the dangers inherent in a system dominated by centralized bureaucratic control. As Canada grapples with the fiscal reality of an expanding higher education sector – and as governments across the country take steps to increase accountability - the lessons from elsewhere should be instructive.

Lauded by The Economist as “One of the bravest, most interesting and most valuable books about economic policy to have appeared of late…” Does Education Matter? is a recommended read.

