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Researching the Links between Education and
Well-being

RICHARD DESJARDINS

Introduction

This article focuses on some of the conceptual and empirical issues relating to the
links between education and well-being. Many of these links are complex and often
not well supported by a rigorous knowledge base, nor well understood. Certain
outcomes, such as the wage and GDP growth effects of education, are an excep-
tion. These have received due attention, and a decent evidence base has therefore
been built up.The importance of a well functioning economy ensures that research
in this area will continue to thrive, but since there are many other outcomes that
are equally important, perhaps it is merely their amenability to straightforward
quantitative results that secures the attention of researchers and policy analysts,
as well as financial support from policy-makers and research councils. Many
researchers have investigated other educational outcomes but their results are less
known (see Vila 2005, for a recent review of this work), precisely because the
relationships involved are more complex. The latter implies two serious short-
comings in this area of research. Firstly, the relevant variables are difficult to assess
using precise quantitative measures, and secondly, complexity combined with poor
data make it more difficult to verify any causality that can be generalised.

Despite the complexity involved and the limitations of available measurements
and other observations, progress has been made. The first part of the article
discusses the ill-defined nature of what educational systems are suppose to achieve
and how, and the implications this has for investigating the relationship between
education and well-being.The second part reviews the overarching mechanisms at
play and discusses some of the ways economists and political scientists have
explored these. This is not exhaustive but provides an overview of distinct
theoretical explanations for the potential causal links between education and well
being.The third section discusses some empirical issues, especially the limitations
of statistical and quantitative based measures and analyses.

The Ill-defined Nature of Educational Systems

There are, of course, intense debates to be had about what the objectives of
education should be. But the broad set of individual and societal outcomes listed
in Table I serves as a useful guide to what constitutes economic, social and
personal well-being, and hence anchor the objectives of educational systems in
modern societies. Knowledge, competences and capabilities that can lead to these
are thus seen as key proximate outcomes for education to achieve.This is precisely
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one of the key purposes of education: to facilitate the processes involved in
developing and maintaining capabilities so as to generate well being, ranging from
the economic to the social and personal aspects.

But how far are these various dimensions of well-being stated and recognised
objectives of educational systems? What is the balance between various objectives
and what should be the priorities? Are efforts to guide and manage educational
systems, including the design and implementation of policy, and the training of
administrators and teachers coherently geared toward these objectives? Are edu-
cational systems adequately evaluated and held accountable vis-à-vis such objec-
tives? These are important questions for policy and research to address, but they
are not straightforward. This is because the issue of what educational systems are
supposed to achieve constitutes a complex and ill-defined problem (Simon, 1973).
The objectives of education are not always known or clear. Firstly, setting these
objectives is a political issue. Thus, it may be difficult to reach consensus on
well-defined objectives or it may be disadvantageous to do so. Secondly, the
knowledge base on what educational systems can and do achieve is very poor. It is
common sense that education has an influence on individuals and society, but how
and to what extent are still very much a matter of substantial debate. Unfortu-
nately, due to the inherent complexity, the debate is not as well informed as it could
be hoped.

Often, the objectives of education are reduced to proximate outcomes such as
the attainment of certain skills, because, by assumption (and sometimes theory),
these are commonly believed to lead to well-being. To date, most of the evidence
base regarding the links between education and well-being rests on assumptions
about the significance of proximate outcomes. Rarely, however, is the knowledge
base adequate to favour emphasis on certain proximate outcomes over others. Still,
this approach offers the opportunity for parsimony, measurability, and hence
provides clear and manageable anchors which help to guide and keep educational
systems accountable.

EU countries have now stated explicitly, albeit at a general level, that education
and training systems should play a strategic role in promoting well-being, including

T I. Various dimensions of well-being which are relevant in modern
societies

What is a successful life? What is a well functioning society?

Dimensions of a successful life that were
identified include:

Dimensions of a well-functioning society that
were identified include:

•Economic positions and resources;
•Political rights and power;
•Intellectual resources;
•Housing and infrastructure;
•Personal health and security;
•Social networks (social capital);
•Leisure and cultural activities; and,
•Personal satisfaction and autonomy

in value orientation

•Economic productivity;
•Democratic processes;
•Solidarity and social cohesion;
•Human rights and peace;
•Equity, equality and the absence of

discrimination; and,
•Ecological sustainability

Source: Gilomen (2003).
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fostering competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economies, as well as social
cohesion and active citizenship. The Education Council has adopted three over-
arching strategic objectives and 13 specific objectives to support this strategy
(European Commission, 2002a; 2002b). Still, they are vaguely stated (e.g. ‘devel-
oping skills for the knowledge society’, ‘making the best use of resources’) so that
the end states are not known (i.e. which skills and at what level). Furthermore, the
broad significance of education in transmitting attitudes, values and beliefs, as well
as knowledge, is not reflected in the current framework of objectives. Rather, there
is an unduly narrow focus on skills. Are skills, values, attitudes and beliefs inde-
pendent, or is there a necessary mix that is critical for generating capabilities that
matter? Which attitudes and which values should education instil is not a well-
defined issue, even though these are key proximate outcomes that have an impact
on broader well-being.

How educational systems can achieve what they are supposed to is a separate
issue. This also constitutes a complex and ill-defined problem. Even if the objec-
tives are explicit, there is no single optimal way of achieving them.

The fact that educational systems are information poor adds to the ill-defined
nature of the problem. Two aspects should be considered here. First, the data are
insufficient to allow for an adequate empirical assessment of the links between the
various aspects of the system (i.e. input → process → output → outcomes →
impact (Desjardins, Garouste-Norelius & Mendes, 2004). Second, there is a lack
of coherent theories which reveal the alternative pathways and mechanisms that
can link education and well-being (OECD, 2007). These two aspects are closely
related because progress in measurement is needed to make progress in theory, and
vice-versa. We need to develop theory to inform which data we should collect,
guide empirical strategies, and interpret the results. Otherwise, there is a risk that
the evidence base becomes stagnant and sharply biased in favour of what can be
and has been measured. Thus, an equal emphasis should be placed on what we
should measure. This requires further analyses of the potential role of education
vis-à-vis a wide range of outcomes, as well as the complex links between the
relationships involved.

In summary, educational systems constitute an ill-defined problem because:

• the objectives of education are not always known or clear;
• even if the objectives are explicit, there is no single optimal way to achieving

them; and,
• there is not sufficient information to allow for adequate debate or solutions

to the problem.

There is a need for the field of educational research to further build up the
coherence of its theories.

The next section addresses the paucity and incoherence of theory in this area
by briefly reviewing some of the major mechanisms and bringing them together to
help to build a more complete picture. By necessity, this must draw on various
disciplines. This can help to guide the collection of empirics to: a) build up the
evidence base; and b) inform better the debate, and hence policies and manage-
ment in education.
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Mechanisms that Link Education and Outcomes

The following discusses three distinct mechanisms that can link education to
well-being.They are useful because they help to link different levels of analysis and
provide a more complete picture. Both political scientists and economists have
approached each of these mechanisms in different ways. Building on the political
science literature, Campbell (2006) referred to these as the absolute, relative, and
cumulative models. Each model can be seen to have a similar counterpart in the
economics literature, but they have not been coherently presented as alternative
mechanisms as has been the case in the political science literature. Campbell
operationalised the three models using data from the European Values Survey and
European Social Survey in order to test which models best fit a wide variety of
outcomes. The following describes the main premise and implications of each
model, together with some empirical findings. A parallel is drawn with similar
constructs used in economics.

Absolute Mechanism

The first mechanism involves an absolute effect, where education has a direct effect,
by way of developing embodied resources and capabilities, which can influence
well-being. This implies that what happens in schools, including the content,
pedagogical methods, and the ethos and organisation of schools, matters for
well-being. It presumes that educational experiences help people to cultivate
knowledge, competences, values, attitudes, beliefs, and motivations that are rel-
evant to achieve well-being. Insofar as this is the case, everyone would benefit from
greater exposure to education and widening access to education would lead to an
overall net positive effect.

In essence, the theory of human capital is a special case of the absolute model.
It postulates that educational experiences have a direct influence on individuals by
developing embodied resources and capabilities.The only difference, at least from
how it was originally formalised by Schultz (1961) and Becker (1964), is that the
effects of interest are narrowly limited to productive ability and hence the capacity
to earn more. Many empirical studies seem to support this explanation, namely
that more educated people earn more because education increases their productive
capacity (Psacharopoulos, 2006). Still, the evidence base does not preclude alter-
native explanations such as the fact that educational credentials help people to gain
access to better paid jobs, even if the education may do little by way of developing
embodied resources (Stigler, 1961; Spence, 1973; Arrow, 1973).This is because of
the inherent measurement and methodological problems in verifying these rela-
tionships (see next section).

What about the absolute effect of education on other outcomes, i.e. those
beyond higher earnings and economic growth? Although less theoretically coher-
ent and less methodologically rigorous, there is a mounting evidence base regard-
ing the wider effects of education (Behrman & Stacey, 1997; McMahon, 1999;
Wolf & Haveman, 2001; Schuller et al., 2004; Baudelot et al., 2005; Psacharopou-
los, 2006; Feinstein et al., 2006; Campbell, 2006; OECD, 2007).

Campbell (2006) tested the absolute model on a range of non-economic
outcomes measures such as civic and political engagement and trust. As an
example, his results imply that, if everyone had more years of schooling, society
would have higher rates of associational membership and voting; and more
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citizens would practise expressive forms of political engagement and report
higher levels of institutional trust. The findings are preliminary, but they suggest
that much more attention should be paid to these issues. The analysis builds
on work by Verba, Nie & Kim (1978), Nie, Junn & Stehlik-Berry (1996), and
Helliwell & Putnam (1999); it is an innovative quantitative estimation technique,
in that it allows one to make a distinction between the absolute, relative and
cumulative effects of education.

The approach seems promising but, as with other techniques, it needs to be
supplemented with extensive analyses. The greatest drawback is that the effects
vis-à-vis certain outcomes may not be linear, i.e. exposure to at least an upper
secondary level of schooling may be necessary to ensure ecological sustainability,
but additional years of exposure may do little in this regard. Hence, more attention
should be paid to threshold effects. Furthermore, the effects may be conditional on
individual life histories and on wider historical, social and cultural conditions that
prevail in a given situation. There are other methods which are more appropriate
for revealing this sort of contextual information. So there is a need to integrate a
variety of methods, or the mixing of methods, to investigate more comprehensively
the nature and conditions of the effects of education on well-being.

Relative Mechanism

The second mechanism involves a positional or sorting effect, where well-being
outcomes depend on an individual’s level of education in relation to others.
Campbell (2006) called this the relative model. In essence, education has an
impact on well-being by influencing the relative position of individuals in society.
The main implication is that education is relevant not for developing embodied
resources and capabilities, but for classifying individuals in the hierarchy of social
relations in terms of their social status. This means that an across the board
increase in education for everyone while maintaining unequal attainment would
not lead to an overall change in well-being, i.e. the overall pecking order would
remain the same and education would have little effect. There may be some
re-distribution, however, so that some groups stand to gain, whilst others stand to
lose. Still, the net effect would be zero-sum. Even so, this may be regarded as
positive if those worse off were to gain at the expense of those best off, so that there
was a net equity gain.

Again, there is a parallel with an economic application, namely signalling
theories (Stigler, 1961; Spence, 1973; Arrow, 1973). In a similar way to the relative
model, signalling theories postulate that educational credentials act as a sorting
device by revealing information about individuals’ productive ability. A major
difference is that, in the relative model, education sorts more generally according
to social status, whereas the signalling models sort only according to productive
capacity. Robust evidence for signalling theories has proven to be elusive, although
it is widely believed that this is an important alternative explanation to the
observed correlation between education and earnings. Tuijnman (1989) reports
that the highest level of education attained (as a credential) is a much more robust
predictor of life-time earnings than years of schooling, which suggests that cre-
dentials matter.

Campbell (2006) found that amongst a variety of outcomes, those related to
competitive forms of political engagement such as belonging to a party, or seeking
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to influence politics via lobbying fit this model best. This has an intuitive appeal,
since power is an important dimension of politics and may be regarded to largely
depend on the relative position of individuals in a social hierarchy. So, by increas-
ing social status, education may lead to increased political engagement outcomes.
Revealing the complexity of the relationships, Campbell found that education had
both absolute and relative effects on the likelihood of participating in voluntary
associations, voting, and practising expressive forms of political engagement. The
relative effect was weak compared to the absolute effect. Still, this implies that
the extent of the absolute effect of education on these outcomes is attenuated by
the sorting effects of education. This may in part explain why voting rates and a
number of other indicators of civic engagement have remained stagnant or even
declined (Putnam, 2000), whilst average levels of educational attainment have
risen (OECD, 2007).

Cumulative Mechanism

The third mechanism involves a cumulative effect, where education can have an
absolute effect, but the well-being outcome is conditional on the average level of
education of the individuals’ peers and/or surrounding groups. This means that
certain effects of education are only likely to materialise amongst groups with
similar levels of educational attainment, but also that the prevalence of the
outcome increases with the average level.The implications are that there may be a
cumulative pay off to education and that high levels of inequality in attainment may
have adverse effects on well-being.

These types of effects are similar to what economists refer to as externalities.
They arise when the decision to participate in education, which is made by one
individual, not only benefits the individual but may also benefit others. The effect
on others is not taken into account by the individual making the decision to invest,
which, in theory, leads to an inefficient market solution. The presence of positive
externalities reinforces the case for supporting education as a public good. But
externalities can also be negative. For example, the decision to participate can
increase the status of one individual at the expense of all those who have a lower
level of attainment, i.e. the relative effect. For societies who place added emphasis
on equity, this may be regarded as a negative effect. Generally however, the
externality effects of education are regarded as positive. There is mounting evi-
dence to suggest that education has externality effects on the economy, primarily
in the form of growth effects, such as greater production of ideas and innovation
(De La Fuente & Ciccone, 2002).

Applications of this or similar models to other aspects of well-being are less
common (but see McMahon, 1999), even though it is potentially extremely sig-
nificant as a basis for most arguments seeking to sustain education as a public
good. In short, there is much broader scope for applying this model to a wide
variety of outcomes.

Campbell (2006) found that the cumulative model best fits interpersonal trust.
This makes sense. Individuals who have more education are not necessarily more
trusting of others; but if others around them also have more education, then
individuals are more likely to be trusting. By implication, societies with large
disparities amongst groups in levels of educational attainment may have a general
lack of trust amongst those groups. This is consistent with Green et al.’s (2004)
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finding of a significant negative correlation between educational inequality and
the level of general trust in a society. Therefore, the way in which education is
distributed may have important implications for social cohesion. Research is
needed to explore further the dynamic implications of inequalities in attainment on
trust amongst groups and communities, and also whether diversity and social
stratification impact on individual and group levels of trust.

The Role of Agency and Contexts

Together, the distinctions above are useful to build a broader picture of the links
between education and well-being, but they ignore some details which are essential
to gain a deeper understanding of how they relate to each other. The concept of
agency as it is used in sociology and philosophy is important in this context — it
signifies the capacity of an individual to act1. Thus, individual agency matters for
well-being. Essentially, the absolute model refers to the effects of education that
influence the capacity of individuals to act, i.e. to make choices and decisions and
behave accordingly. This includes effects on cognitions, beliefs and psycho-social
capabilities, as well as emotions, feelings, attachment and identity. These are all
important in shaping learning behaviours and associated outcomes. The interac-
tion of education with innate factors such as natural abilities can also be important.
This perspective is much more comprehensive than conventional interpretations of
human capital which usually limit themselves to the effect of education on knowl-
edge and skills.

Furthermore, the way people behave cannot be taken out of its context of social
relationships. So the concept of collective agency is equally important. Education
affects individuals, as in the absolute model, but it also affects how individuals act,
as in the relative and cumulative models. Firstly, education can have an influence
on the contexts that people choose to inhabit, as well as on their opportunities to
choose amongst contexts. Secondly, education can affect the structural conditions
of choice, opportunity, authority and power. For example, schools play an impor-
tant role in developing and sustaining the norms and networks that make up
society (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987).Thus, education plays an important role in the
formation and mobilisation of collective agency, either through socialisation or
other civic related processes, and thereby influences the nature of contexts, includ-
ing changes in workplaces, homes, communities and wider society. Thirdly, it can
affect the distribution of resources in society by providing the opportunity and
capacity to do so.

In turn, through individual and collective agency, education has an impact on
institutional formation and reform, on the safety and nature of environments, on
political stability, social cohesion and inclusion, the nature of social action itself,
and the communication, transfer and dissemination of knowledge, all of which are
critical aspects of well-being. It should be noted, however, that although these are
all plausible links between education and well-being, we have little robust empirical
knowledge on the nature and range of such effects or on the conditions needed to
secure positive effects. Furthermore, there is much evidence to suggest that these
potential effects are not necessarily positive. Indeed, the wider context of values
and norms, especially with regard to morality, compassion, tolerance and inclu-
sion, are key aspects to take into account because education can equally be used for
evil purposes.
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Empirical Issues and Limitations

Measurement

Valid and reliable measurement in the field of education is essential for at least
three reasons. Firstly, it is an essential tool for effective policy and management in
education. This presumes that measures are able to reveal information that helps
to address the issue of how best to organise and manage systems so as to achieve
the actual objectives. More precisely, it presumes that measures are meaningful
and can be related back to systems and conditions for learning. Secondly, it is
essential to ensure accountability, i.e. to inform the public about the performance
of educational systems and how effectively their money is being spent on their
behalf. But this presumes that outcome measures do justice to the nature of the
actual objectives. Thirdly, measurement can contribute to research by identifying
relationships; monitoring changes in those relationships; and the further develop-
ment of measures.This last function feeds into the first two by helping to identify
the levers where interventions are most likely to have the desired impact and the
factors explaining the observed outcomes. But there are many limitations to the
extent to which the current state of measurement in education actually fulfils these
functions.

One issue is that the right measures are not always available. Another is that
indicators and other analyses provide limited information. For example, edu-
cation policy indicators, such as those developed and maintained by OECD’s
Indicators of National Education Systems (INES) or those derived from the
European Commission’s Guidelines for the use of Indicators in country performance
assessment (2002c), add information to an otherwise information poor sector.
Taken together, they reveal information about all parts of the educational system
but each one usually only describes a particular feature, such as inputs, pro-
cesses, outputs, outcomes and impacts. This fails to inform on the relationships
between different parts of the system which is essential for most concepts that
are useful for policy, management and accountability purposes. Concepts such as
effectiveness, relevance, efficiency and quality all transcend various parts of the
system. Thus more complex indicators are needed to analyse the interrelation-
ships between the different parts of the system (Bottani & Tuijnman, 1994,
p. 32). The difficulty arises in determining which parts or variables to relate to
each other; and in the availability of appropriate data that are affordable and
accessible. For example, in assessing the efficiency of producing maths achieve-
ment on PISA tests, is it more appropriate to relate maths scores to the total
cumulative spending per student from age 5 to 15, or the total time spent learn-
ing mathematics from age 5 to 15? Theory suggests that the latter is sounder
(Fraser et al., 1987) and hence of potentially more value, but, in practice, it
would be difficult to obtain these data.

A separate issue is whether existing outcome measures do justice to the nature
of actual objectives. Accountability that is driven by measurement carries the
risk that educational systems are guided by what can be measured rather than by
the actual objectives. For example, teaching to the test is a real concern; so is an
over-emphasis on certain outcomes that favour science and technological devel-
opment outcomes vs wider outcomes that relate to socialibility and civicness. Still,
measures that are unduly narrow can help us to make headway as long as the
limitations are known and taken into account.
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Statistical and Quantitative Analyses

An underlying purpose for measuring the effects of education is to estimate
findings that can be generalised.This can provide policy-makers and others with a
reasonable guide to the probable impact of a policy change. Any attribution of
causality to education implies that the probability of the effect increases, not that
education will necessitate an effect. Statistical and quantitative analyses offer
powerful tools for estimating probable and generalisable impacts of education and
associated changes. But there are limitations to the use of such methods.

Firstly, much of the educational research that seeks to produce valid and
reliable results that can be generalised regarding the effects of education on the
economy and wider society is limited to an analysis of the effect of the number of
years spent in schooling or the highest credential attained. This says little about
what it is about education that matters and produces those effects. We know very
little about the impact of different curricula on wider society, or about different
pedagogical methods and ways of organising and running schools. An over-reliance
on quantitative and qualification based measures has neglected qualitative evi-
dence and theoretical perspectives, which argue that the effects of education
depend just as much on the nature and quality of learning provision as on the
number of years spent in schooling. To move beyond this, we need to look more
carefully at what happens during learning experiences and expand the range of
measures to include the more qualitative dimensions of learning environments.
The knowledge base for identifying which features should be measured and how is
not strong, although there is an increasing amount of good data sources which can
provide some insights.

Secondly, this approach focuses on average effect sizes. This makes identifying
sub-groups in which the structure of the relationships is inherently different very
important. Otherwise, a positive effect for some sub-groups may be offset by a
negative effect for some other groups, leading to an inaccurate evaluation of the
significance of education. Providing there are sufficient sample sizes, the quanti-
tative analyses can be separated by group (e.g. by gender), which can partly offset
these problems. Still, it must be recognised that the effects are averaged and do not
necessarily reflect real impacts for every individual. Further, without an under-
standing of the contextual conditions that are needed to secure the average effect,
the information is of limited value.

Thirdly, not enough attention is paid to the mechanism for observed effects.
That is, the theory becomes secondary to empirical estimation. The mechanism,
however, remains crucial to interpret meaningful results and draw conclusions for
policy and practice. That is why the distinction between the absolute and relative
(positional) mechanisms for the effect of education is so important. Without
knowing the extent to which each type of mechanism is responsible for the effects
of education, one cannot predict with great confidence what the impact would be
of policy changes that brought about substantial adjustments to the current dis-
tribution of education. Conducting more advanced statistical modelling, such as
structural equation modelling, can partly offset these problems.

More emphasis should be placed on complementing statistical analyses with
qualitative evidence, or on mixing methods (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cook
& Gorard, 2007).This would help to address the above limitations and allow for a
more precise understanding of how education leads to well-being. In turn, this may
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help to draw up more meaningful implications for both policy and practice in
relation to curricula and pedagogy at different ages and stages.

Assessing the Causal Effects of Education

A common problem arises in the research literature that assesses educational
outcomes; empirical associations are often taken as the causal effect of education.
Little is known about the effects of education in a more careful empirical and
theoretical setting. More coherent theories would be helpful to locate and acknowl-
edge such potential problems. In some cases, it is possible to correct existing
difficulties so as to improve the robustness of the analyses.

In the absence of controlled experiments, it is very difficult to identify causation
with certainty. Many aspects of the notion of causality are relevant for the study of
educational outcomes (Cook & Gorard, 2007).The following outlines two limita-
tions which must be carefully considered when conducting causal analyses and
interpreting results.

Firstly, determining the direction of causality, if any, is difficult. Since the cause
always precedes the effect, the temporal order of events is the easiest precondition
to suggest the direction. But because human and social phenomena are often
subjected to dynamic interactions over time and space, causality often runs both
ways. The only other precondition is a theoretical basis which suggests that there
is at least some degree of dependency between the cause and the effect. This,
however, does not preclude the possibility of reverse effects. Theory is therefore
crucial for inferring causality.

Secondly, people do not receive education in a random fashion.This means that
individuals who attain higher levels of education may have characteristics that
differ systematically from those who receive less exposure to education. These
characteristics are often referred to as ‘third factors’ because they can affect both
education and well-being. If third factors are omitted in an analysis of the causal
effect of education on well-being, then the effect attributed to the amount of
education received can be over-estimated.This is because there is high probability
that individuals with more education will tend to have many other advantages and
capabilities that independently lead to well-being. An ideal way to address this
problem would be to randomise the opportunity to receive education, but this is
not ethical; so alternative methods are necessary to ensure robustness. Estimates
based on Ordinary Least Squares regression, for example, do not address these
problems. Economists have been concerned with this issue for some time and have
thus used alternative techniques (e.g. instrumental variables estimation, twin
studies, natural experiments) to assess the effect of the number of years of school-
ing on earnings (Card, 1999).

While randomising the opportunity to receive education is not a possibility,
randomising the nature of educational exposure is. Although it is not common
practice, it is conceivable to think of experimental interventions that would be
feasible such as randomising the adoption of particular curricula, pedagogical
methods, or school-based voluntarism. A growing number of education and other
researchers are beginning to encourage this sort of randomisation in education
(Angrist, 2003; Cook & Gorard, 2007).

Finally, it is important to stress that most assessments of causality in education
are ad hoc. This has important implications for interpreting the significance of
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causal analyses. For example, if it was never the intention of education to influence
the smoking behaviour of individuals then we should be cautious in judging
whether education can have an effect on smoking. Whilst numerous factors are
likely to be responsible for various aspects of well-being, schools are a promising
lever to project various influences. Policy-makers have a direct hand in the design
and implementation of a nation’s system of education, and so it is logical to look
to schools as a means of enhancing well-being. The important question remains,
how? From this perspective, ad-hoc causality type studies are at best exploratory in
nature, no matter how robust they are, and are not conclusive as to whether real
effects exist. Still, they can help to reveal relationships that need to be considered
further, both scientifically and politically.

Conclusion

There are many important questions for education policy and practice to address
but because educational systems constitute a complex and ill-defined problem,
these are not straightforward.This means that the debate surrounding education is
not as well-informed as it could be hoped. Furthermore, the objectives of educa-
tion are consequently reduced to proximate outcomes such as the attainment of
certain skills which can be identified and measured.This offers the opportunity for
parsimony and provides clear and manageable anchors from which to guide and
keep educational systems accountable. But rarely is the knowledge base adequate
to favour emphasis on certain proximate outcomes over others.

Even if the objectives of education are adequately debated and explicit, there
is no single optimal way of achieving them. Furthermore, there is no theoretical
consensus or coherence about the alternative pathways and mechanisms in order
to attain these objectives. As such, there is a need for the field of educational
research to build up further the coherence of its theories, and inform better on
which relationships we should measure and monitor, otherwise, the evidence
base will remain stagnant and become increasingly biased in favour of what
can be and has been measured. One must also ensure that there continues
to be sufficient information to allow for adequate debate or solutions to the
problems.

Beyond a further build up of theory that can guide the collection of better data
and development of measures, we need better analyses and empirical testing using
mixed methods.Together, these are necessary to build up a well balanced evidence
base that can inform the debate. But this requires recognition of the full cycle of
complementary phases and activities which underlie the research process. More-
over, it requires recognition of the empirical limitations of the various methods
used in educational research, especially those that seek to produce generalisable
results as to the likely effects of specific policies and practices.

NOTE

1. The term agent is used slightly differently in economics and in law.The law of
agency concerns the relationship between principals (usually the owner),
agents (person who acts on behalf of owners), and third parties (Coleman,
1990, p. 17).
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