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In capitalism, the significance of both money and education for individuals as well as societies as a
whole is—mostly—uncontested. Both are desirable “assets” that seem to be important in order to
live/provide a “good” life. However, when it comes to the relationship between the two, matters can
get complicated. What role do (and should) economic developments/arguments play in public
education? To what extent must or mustn’t education align with economic requirements? The sixth
issue of on_education aims at exploring the relationship between money and education from diverse
perspectives. Two topics, “human capital theory” and “private schooling/elite education”, serve as
examples to raise questions allowing for controversial answers.

First, the idea of education as “human capital” that improves productivity (e.g. Becker, 1964;
Schultz, 1961) and yields positive rates of return relates to economic motifs to invest in education.
Prominent is the argument of Nobel Prize winner James Heckman (Heckman & Masterov, 2007)
who claims to provide evidence for the need to invest mostly in early childhood education for
disadvantaged population groups as this yields the highest rate of return. As a “social investment
strategy” (Esping-Andersen, 2002), this idea also finds its way into the design of welfare states. Such
a utilitarian understanding of education (Biesta, 2018) gives rise to the following questions: Who
should invest in which kind of education and why? Is it irresponsible to use public money for
everyone’s education without measuring its use against standards of efficacy and efficiency and
holding organizations and individuals as recipients responsible? And what happens if education is no
longer considered to be profitable by individuals, companies or states?

The second example that opens up to heated debates is any kind of elite education and private
schooling. Many regard the notion that certain individuals or population groups are able to buy more
and better education to be improper (Maxwell, Deppe, Kriiger, & Helsper, 2018). Theories of social
justice emphasize that the distribution of a valuable good like education must not depend on the
distribution of another valuable good like money (e.g. Walzer, 1983). However, what if the
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existence of private organizations improves the overall quality of an education system and thereby
benefits all (W6Bmann, Liidemann, Schiitz, & West, 2009)? Should any kind of education that
people can buy additionally at private expense (e.g. private tuition) be de-legalized? Moreover,
looking at it the other way around, should we consider instances where better education leads to
better employment opportunities and higher incomes as illegitimate discrimination?

Many additional topics might serve as good examples for the complicated relationship between
money and education, e.g. corporate involvement in the public education system, economics
education in schools or the historical development of public education in different types of
economies. There are even more questions that need to be asked (e.g., Is sponsoring a valuable form
of education funding? In what way is the investment of businesses in their employees’ education
different form corporate engagement with students as potential future employees? Which economic
preconditions allow for public education?) The respective assessment of the “money-education-
relationship” will differ depending on the level of observation (individuals, organizations or states),
on the disciplinary embeddedness of the observer (economics, social sciences, education,
philosophy, politics) as well as on his or her field of activity (politics, practice, research) and cultural
context.

The following contributions are a good beginning to explore a complex relationship from different
points of view and hopefully provoke a noisy debate. Donald Gillies starts this issue off by critically
discussing recent EU education policies that put education at the heart, but he finds them to be
merely economically motivated. Following Amartya Sen, he raises the question what economic
growth is actually good for, i.e. what legitimizes pursuing it through education.

In the second contribution, Nicole Klinkhammer and Felix Berth do not generally question the idea
of investments in human capital but challenge the success of current implementations of respective
policies. They argue that investments in early childhood education especially for disadvantaged
children—which are supposed to yield the greatest rate of return—can only work if these children
have access to high quality services.

High quality education certainly needs sufficient funding. However, in the third contribution
Natasha Ridge argues that one should have a closer look at where the money comes from and whom
to trust with the education of children. More precisely, she wonders at the mingling of “good guys”
and “bad guys” at the Global Education and Skills Forum (GESF) and brings up the question in how
far certain actors that are supposed to stand for free quality education for all fit into an event that is
organized and funded by a Foundation that does not represent these values.

Two further contributions focus on higher education. First, Christopher Martin takes up a recent
publication of Bryan Caplan who proposes that higher education does not contribute much to human
capital building but mostly serves as a signal for already existing skills and dispositions of
individuals. Christopher Martin discusses some of the central arguments of this publication and
especially challenges the recommendations Caplan deduces from it.

Finally, Maggie Berg and Barbara K. Seeber turn the readers’ attention to the consequences of using
neoliberal language in relation to education. They are concerned with the inconsistence of a “metric
fixation” with access and equity values as well as its consequences for complex intellectual activities
and intellectual life at universities in general.
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Do you want to comment on an article or the whole issue? Please send your reply to
editors@oneducation.net. Replies will be processed like invited contributions. This means they will
be assessed according to standard criteria of quality, relevance, and civility. Please make sure to
follow editorial policies and formatting guidelines.
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