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As a multidimensional phenomenon, globalisation can be analysed from a variety of perspectives: an educationalist’s approach is inevitably differently accented from that of an economist.  In illustration: at a recent Commission education committee meeting, discussion of next year’s work programme, which refers to the importance of education’s contribution to promoting employability in a knowledge society, drew the immediate comment ‘yes, of course we do not disagree - but let us not forget that education is more than this’.  What might be that ‘more’ in the context of globalisation and the knowledge society?





Contemporary change and the social role of education





Processes of economic globalisation have been the main focus of the contributions to this seminar.  Few have made direct reference to the role of education in relation to those processes.  Those that do (Mariangels Fortuny, Reiner Hoffman) regard education and training solely in the instrumental terms of promoting competitiveness and employability in globalised knowledge economies, albeit that this classic kind of education-economy relation is seen to serve the broader aim of social justice and cohesion both within in our own societies and, more ambiguously perhaps, in the global context.  Three further contributions (from Kenan Jarboe, Brain Murphy and Wolfgang Reinicke) make more indirect references to the role of education and training, in that they offer analyses of qualitative changes - largely yet to come - in the cultures and practices of working and governing environments.  These analyses make extensive reference to the rising importance of teamwork and networking in and between learning organisations with flatter and more fluid, transitory structuring.�





If indeed such changes are beginning to take hold, at least in some economic sectors and occupational levels, then the challenges they pose to education and training systems and practices are considerable.  We could argue that the broader social significance of these challenges as regards fundamental reformulations of teaching and learning relations and contents has yet to be seriously addressed on both sides of the Atlantic.  The effective operation of discretionary and fluid working cultures demands shifts in the profiles of competencies and the normative forms of individual subjectivities.  This is more educationally and socially significant than is the much more straightforward pressure to raise qualification and skill levels across the board.  The effects of the latter are by no means unimportant in social terms.  The generation of high vulnerability to trajectories of marginalisation and exclusion through education failure is already manifestly evident in western societies.  Developing and implementing counter-strategies thus constitute a priority strand of European-level action in the fields of social affairs and education, training and youth.�  Nevertheless, the pressure to raise qualification and skill levels is essentially no more than a continuation of existing trends as these have emerged in the modern industrial era and its accompanying introduction of mass education.  In contrast, reforming subjectivities and competency profiles heralds a qualitative change in the social role of education ( and one projected for the vast majority of the population, not simply for elite groups (although it is, as ever, likely that such groups will be in the avant garde of those involved).





Direct and indirect impacts of globalisation on education and training





We can identify direct impacts in fairly straightforward economic terms as attempts to improve cost-benefit ratios in the public sector.  From the 1980s, Member States have increasingly moved towards measures designed to raise the efficiency and effectiveness of their education and training systems.  These measures have focused on improving outcomes (raising the average level of formal qualification in initial general and vocational education systems), monitoring processes (improving quality assurance mechanisms and regulation of standards) and reviewing contents (particularly in response to scientific and technological progress).  They have also been accompanied by largely stagnating public expenditure on education and training in the majority of European countries.�  





On the whole, the pressure to raise cost-effectiveness has unquestioningly been the main factor in the drive to decentralise decisionmaking and budget management to regional and local levels, including to the level of the institutions themselves in some cases.  The fact that decentralisation may be desirable for other reasons altogether, that is bringing the governance and management of educational provision closer to those directly involved, has only recently gained greater relative prominence in legitimating these kinds of policies.  





The simultaneous quest to drive down public expenditure and to raise education and training participation and performance has spawned a series of innovative proposals (voucher schemes; individualised lifetime education and training accounts; making individual expenditure on continuing training tax-deductible; changing how human resources investments appear in company accounts).  Some proposals have prompted political and public controversy (as in the case of proposals to introduce higher education tuition fees, change student grants to loans, etc.).  Furthermore, the salary levels and working conditions of teaching professionals have deteriorated in recent decades.  This has been accompanied by significant swings in recruitment patterns, so that the teaching workforce is top-heavy with internally imbalanced age cohorts.  At the same time, the need both to upgrade the material infrastructure (buildings and equipment) and to enrich human resources (inservice education and training and professional development) has become increasingly urgent.





Globalisation also has more indirect, socio-political impacts on education and training.  Here, economic and cultural globalisations go hand in hand: the European Union is a clear example of growth in cross-border co-operation and exchange in social and cultural affairs alongside the emergence of the free movement of capital and goods in the Single Market.  The Community education and training action programmes are founded in the promotion of transnational communication and pilot projects.  They have undeniably made a significant contribution to generating good practice and innovation.�  Learning about other systems and practices encourages positive critical reflection on the taken-for-granted of one’s own environment.  Establishing dialogue with colleagues elsewhere encourages the kind of ongoing networking that can spontaneously produce greater mixing and hybridity of policies and practices.





Convergence and divergence trends in European  education and training





Are Member States’ education and training systems converging in key respects, and to what extent can any such convergences be attributed to policies and action at European level?





In the first instance, the description and interpretation of empirical trends for complex social systems are almost always a methodologically hazardous endeavour. The comparative analysis of education and training systems is a classic example.  In addition, the empirical descriptors carry considerable historically and culturally specific contextual meaning. We can speak at best of clusters of traditions and associated trends, and then only at a rather high level of generality. Contemporary analyses do identify a certain overarching convergence of broad policy aims and structural features (for example, patterns of school governance; trends towards decentralisation; the broadening of curricula together with trends towards later specialisation of tracks and disciplines).  These broadly converging features are more evident for compulsory general education than for post-compulsory and vocational education and training.  Post-compulsory provision is more closely linked to labour markets, which continue to operate quite differently across the Member States.�





The relative scarcity of genuinely comparative data together with the inherent complexity of the analyses involved means that ultimately, conclusions are inclined towards the qualitative and interpretative rather than the strictly empirically demonstrable. It remains the case that there are significant divergences in the structural logics of the systems concerned; in the ways certification and progression operate and are linked with labour market and occupational access; in the classification and framing of knowledge and pedagogies; and in the status and pay of teachers and trainers.�





Given the macro-level similarities of economic and social change in western societies, it would be odd not to find convergences of this kind. European integration processes may, in an embedded manner, complement changes already en route.  But there is no available evidence to suggest that they account independently for convergence trends.  On the contrary, it is Member States that continue to formulate and implement education and training policies as they see fit in the light of national and regional interests, traditions and divisions of responsibility.  Articles 126 and 127 of the Maastricht Treaty unambiguously regulate the relation between European and Member State responsibilities in this respect.  The Member States retain full control of policy, provision and practice in this field; European-level action supports and complements that of the Member States.  





In effect, education and training constitute the prime counter-example for those who argue that the European Union is becoming a supranational government or is engaged in a process of state building in the generally understood sense of the term. The field of education and training is an object lesson for studying the process of balancing different conceptions of legitimacy (as described by Doug Merrill in his contribution to the round table debate).  The reality is that promoting change and innovation in education and training through the kind of co-operative and negotiated process that has developed in the European Union is a gradualist endeavour that depends on slow accretion based on consensus (this is the underlying notion of the acquis communautaire). 





It is, of course, possible to generate more radical modernisation of education and training much more quickly. Sudden and fundamental political and economic change is always a major source of reform and innovation. Post-1989 transformation in central and eastern Europe is no exception.  That sea change is certainly regarded by all as in the best interests of the countries and the citizens concerned.  It remains the case that the social impact in the short-to-medium term implies, amongst other things, significant dislocations in education and training systems. Qualification trajectories, occupational plans and labour market prospects can be crucially affected, and not necessarily in positive ways.  At the same time, central and eastern Europe today is seeing an upsurge of alternative styles of education and training provision and practice. These impulses are supported through a range of mediating structures rooted in grassroots associations and groups, that is, in the organisations of civil society.  This produces diversity rather than homogeneity.  It remains to be seen whether such localised diversity emerges as a longer-term feature of European societies as a whole.  If so, it would act as a counterpoint to the pressures towards cultural homogeneity that can accompany economic globalisation.





Deconstruction and reconstruction of the social role of education in the Second Modern Era





The current proliferation of ‘then and now’ or ‘now and tomorrow’ dichotomies analogous to the classic Tönnies’ Gemeinschaft : Gesellschaft model might well be taken as a millenium-style preoccupation with the benchmarking of social change.  As long as we do not forget that these binary constructs are conceptual tools that can help to analyse social reality but which do not directly describe it, they are extremely useful. Commentators everywhere are certainly converging towards the view that our societies are standing on the brink of a qualitative change into the Second Modern Era (Ulrich Beck’s zweite Moderne), a process of macro-social change as significant as that of industrialisation.  To pick up Kenan Jarboe’s metaphor, what could it mean in social terms for education to move from a football modality to a basketball modality, that is from Fordist to post-Fordist divisions of labour and from collectivised to individualised subjectivities? 





In short, it would imply an across the board and a root and branch reformulation of the structures, contents and processes of teaching and learning as we have come to know them.�  In terms of structures, it would mean moving from walled-in systems to no-walls open access networks of provision and progression; the dissolution of age-graded and prior status-dependent participation patterns; and the relinquishing of unlinear, sequentially constructed educational trajectories.�  In terms of contents, it would mean basing curricula on interdisciplinary perspectives; constructing courses as projects around thematically contextualised problem solving; and emphasising the skills of sharing, using and creating knowledge as a dynamic and collective resource.  In terms of processes, it would mean reformulating the teaching/learning relation as actively negotiated teamwork, complementary reciprocity and mutual responsibility.





If changes of this scale prove slow in coming, it would hardly be surprising.  They challenge the established and institutionalised categories and boundaries of the social construction of knowledge and its relation to social power and authority structures. They call for a restructuring of the social governance of education and training altogether into a much more diversified and contingent ( but equally much more comprehensive and coherent ( set of arrangements and partnerships in which all citizens can have a meaningful and self-directed stake.  It is in this sense that some contemporary writers regard the knowledge society as a potentially empowering prospect for individuals and a socially powerful tool for renewing democracy.  Others are more pessimistic, arguing that the potential for positive change has already been incorporated into the high-tech rationality of what has been called the ‘Toyota-School’ (analogous to what Linda Ewing has described at this seminar as the deceptively new workplace).�





Critical analysis is the life-blood of intellectual and social progress, but pessimism should not clot its arteries.�  Deconstruction needs reconstruction if it is to be socially productive.  That means winkling out the chances from amongst the risks, then using all the means at our command in the polity to maximise the growth space for the former whilst acting decisively to minimise the latter - especially when the impact on people’s lives and well-being is unjust and harmful.  In the meantime, there is little doubt that the momentum for wider-ranging reform in education and training is gathering pace in all quarters.  Perhaps the most encouraging sign comes from citizens themselves, who, whether by choice or force of circumstance, are indeed beginning to vote with their feet.  They are beginning to construct, and to want to construct, their lives in different kinds of ways.  In particular, this means finding new balances between paid work, family life, personal development, community involvement and learning within a lifelong framework.  This equally reflects a perceptible shift towards post-material values, in which the quest for self-direction and self-actualisation is coupled with a commitment to social engagement and ethical meaning.





None of this is especially novel in itself.  But what could be historically decisive is that once more, economic and social imperatives are converging.  The kinds of knowledge, skills and capacities that the knowledge economy appears increasingly to require are also those we need to foster to renew democracy and active citizenship in a globalised information age.  We should reach out through that window of opportunity before it closes up again.
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