Organizing educational policies for economic means leads to waste and disappointment.
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But what doesn’t follow is that vast amounts of public spending on education have been the key determinant of how rich we are today. Nor is it obvious that they will decide how much richer, or poorer, we will be tomorrow. The simple one-way relationship which so entrances our politicians and commentators – education spending in, economic growth out – simply doesn’t exist. Moreover, the larger and more complex the education sector, the less obvious any links to productivity become. Developed countries have now moved well beyond providing basic education for all, and instead spend more and more on higher education, technical provision, vocational programmes, and adult training. These are my main subject matter, for they are also the main recent targets of government policies inspired by ambitions for growth. Unfortunately, while an overwhelmingly strong case can be made for the state’s responsibilities in basic education – and, indeed, for the latter’s economic importance – not one of these newer enthusiasms deserves any such accolade. Governments’ expansion into ever larger areas of education and training has run parallel to their growing enthusiasm for detailed intervention. This is doubly unfortunate for, if the evidence in favour of indiscriminate education spending is weak, that in favour of government fine-tuning is even weaker. Most politicians, if asked directly, would probably deny believing that any and all education spending is a good thing regardless. What they do believe in, of course, is higher levels of spending ‘properly’ targeted to develop those high skills that the economy needs. Yet their record on just this point is largely dismal. The more overtly and the more directly politicians attempt to organize education for economic ends, the higher the likelihood of waste and disappointment. This book focuses largely on a quarter-century of British government activity, but British politicians are not unusual in believing that they can improve their country’s economic performance through government-led education policies. What marks them off from their international counterparts is simply the speed with which, in our hugely centralized system, they can launch off one educational broadside after another.
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