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Education and the wealth of nations 
T HE politics ofeducation is in a confused 

and peculiar state. All over the world it is 
taken for granted that educational achieve- 
ment and economic success are closely 
linked-that the struggle to raise a nation’s 
living stanc&rds is fought first and foremost 
in the classroom. What has established this 
idea sounshakeablyi” people’s mindsisa re- 
cent, and to many a rather alarming, phe- 
nomenon: the new intensity of global ece 
nomic rivalry. The idea of competition 
among nations is now familiar (albeit often 
misunderstood).But the ideaofinternational 
competition among schools-that is, among 

ously successful centres of enterprise lies in 
that bitofCaliforniaknownasSilico”Valley: 
computing is today’s knowledge-based in- 
dustry par exelln~ce (see our survey after 
page 60). The new jobs in tomorrow’s indus- 
tries, in manufacturing and services alike, 
will call for more than button-pressing au- 
tomatons. They will require workers that are 
literate,numerate,adaptable,and trainable- 
in a word, educated. 

When teachers and educational policy- 
makers start, like everybody else, to seek out 
best practice by looking around the world, 
what will they find? The first thing is a sur- 
prisingly lag-and therefore potentially in- ~ ~. educational methodsandsystems-hasso tar 

made only a dull impression on people’s thinking. 
Up to now, education professionals have tended to resist 

comparisons eve” of apparently similar schools within 
neighbourhoods. Such are the subtleties of their craft, they 
say, that exercises of that sort are meaningless. In Britain, 
where the government has begun to publish league tables of 
schools’ results, teachers and local-authority bureaucrats re- 
main intenselysceptical of such information. TO go further, 
and comparea school in Manchesterwithone inTampa,say, 

~orSeoul,wouldstrikethemassimplyridiculous.But thevery 
changes that are concentrating people’s attention on educe- 
tion are obliging everyone to be more outward~looking, and 
tojudge theirwaysofdoing thingsbytheyardstickofthe best 
in the world. Education should not be exempt. 

Introduction to comparative shldies 
Certainly, no one any longer needs convincing that educa- 
tion matters. Not long ago a fashionable anxiety in many 
western countries was that youngsters were being over- 
educated-that is,schooled beyondsociety’sneeds.Machines 
were taking all the jobs that required basic skills, it was ar- 
gued. In future only a handful of brain-workers would be 
needed. To teach cleaners and nightwatchmen advanced 
mathematics(such asaddingupwithoutacalculator)seemed 
pretty wasteful, and apt to breed discontent. 

How quaint that seems now. I” the advanced economies 
ofAmerica and Europe, today’s chiefeconomic worry is that 
jobsandindustrieswill belost tonewcompetition fromAsia, 
Latin America and Easter” Europe. It is a commonplace that, 
among these emerging economies, the most successful are the 
“nes that have educated most of their workers up to, and in 
many cases well beyond, levels typically achieved in the West. 

In the rich economies too the mix ofjobs is changing rap 
idly,awayfrom manufacturing and towardsservices,ancient 
and modern. But what many of the new activities have in 
common is that they too are based to a greater extent than 
before on information. One of the world’s most conspicu- 

formative-variation m pertormance. The next *s that this 
variation has little to do with things you might suppose 
would explain it: class sizes, hours of study per subject, and 
spending per pupil. r 

The biggest piece of international research on educa- 
tional standards, involving schools in 41 countries, was pub 
lished recently. It compared scores of 13.year-olds in maths 
and science tests, calibrating the scores so that a mark of5oo 
was equal to the international average. In maths, as it hap 
pe”s,America’s score was 500, placing it 28th in the league. 
England’s score was 506, giving a rank of 25. The Czech Re 
public, with 564, achieved Europe’s highest score and a rank 
of 6. Top of the table was Singapore, with 643, followed by 
South Korea, Japan and Hong Kong (see pages 21-23L 

The Czech Republic spent a third as much per pupil as 
America. Many of the most generous spenders achieved re- 
sults that were mediocre or worse. Pupils per teacher and 
hours devoted to study in each subject were no more closely 
linked to results. The East Asian tigers scored well (without 
spending more than other countries), suggesting “Asian val- 
ues”as the secret ofsuccess. But thistoois misleading. English 
students scored almost as well in science as their Japanese 
count~rpans. If “culture” is the key, why should this be so? 

Academics are starting to ask why countries as culturally 
different as Japan and Switzerland do so well. The evidence 
suggests that teaching methods are the key. In teaching maths, 
for instance, both those countries spend more time on basic 
arithmetic than on deeper mathematical ideas, emphasise 
mental arithmetic, rely on standard teaching manuals and 
favour whole-class (as opposed to group) teaching. 

Nobody, least of all their authors, is claiming that such 
studies are conclusive. So far they are proving much better at 
saying what doesn’t work than what does. But it should be 
beyond doubt that more, and more detailed, comparisons of 
this sort are the way to advance the debate on education be- 
yond tiresome quarrels over how much governments should 
be spending. This just doesn’t matter very much. The argu- 
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ment, in Britain at least, has begun to shift to teachers’ meth- local education officials will treat such inquiries with SI 
ods in the classronm. Hencefonh ii should concentrate cion, ofcourse: in most rich countries, unlike the pupils 
squarelyon that issue. turn out into the world, they have been sheltered from c 

Further research will be needed before it is possible to say petition since they left college. Everybody else is pan of 
with confidence what works best. Many teachers and mm xw global econ~~my. It’s time the schools joined in. 

Vanishinn nm- 


