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SCIENCE

Investment in Education

“Economic growth is generated not only by real capital in the form of
tools and machinery, but also by men. And just as technological improve-
ment increases the efficiency of machinery, so education increases the
efficiency of manpower. Indeed, recent statistical investigations tend to
show that the improvement in the ‘human factor’ accounts for a major
part of economic growth.”

The quotation is from one of the working documents for the Confer-
ence on Economic Growth and Investment in Education, held last week
in Washington by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment. If the initials of that organization—OECD—are unfamiliar,
the organization itself is very new, having come into being on September
30. But OECD has a longer history as OEEC—the Organization for
European Economic Cooperation which was established in 1948 to ad-
minister Marshall Plan aid in the economic reconstruction of Europe fol-
lowing World War II.

The change of name and the location of the conference both mark
the fact that in OECD Canada and the United States have joined 18
European countries in planning for the economic development not only
of the West but also of the less developed regions of the world. The topic
selected for the first OECD conference reflects the growing recognition
that money spent on education is an investment in a nation’s future.

The evidence that education constitutes a profitable form of investment
adds a powerful dimension to educational thinking, but does not, let it
be immediately agreed, depreciate other values of education. Assistant
Secretary of State Philip H. Coombs reminded the delegates that “we can
today talk candidly and openly about the practical economic contribution
of education without seeming to betray, belittle, or ignore its other vital
purposes.”

Considering education as a national investment leads directly to the
question of how the educational budget can be invested most profitably.
How much of the total budget should be devoted to education? How
should the educational fraction be divided among elementary, secondary,
and higher educational levels? How much should go to technical educa-
tion? Belgium and Brazil, Germany and Greece must answer such
questions in terms of their own individual assets, problems, and aspira-
tions. In the decentralized educational system of the U.S., these questions
can also be studied on a state-by-state basis.

The repeatedly recognized fact that economic growth is increasingly
dependent on specialized competence in science, technology, and their
industrial and social management leads directly to the conclusion that
educational planning must pay special attention to the development of
these kinds of competence. And this conclusion, in turn, raises several
demanding implications for scientific and technical education. The re-
search approach must be more widely applied to education itself. Long-
range educational planning is essential, but the planning must allow flex-
ibility to adjust means and details to the changes that take place in sci-
ence itself. Planning should be cooperative. Economists will carry part
of the responsibility, for economic analysis and planning lie in their
area of special competence. But scientists, pure and applied, must share
the responsibility, for science and its problems, progress, and applica-
tions constitute their area of special competence.—D.W.



