Investing in higher education
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There are economic and social benefits to higher education in the country, write ina Xhaferri and Khalid Iqbal 

One of the best areas of investment for Pakistan is higher education. The industrialised countries of Europe and Japan are currently undergoing a negative population growth due to low birth rates. During the next several years, Japan will not have enough work force to run its industries. The European Union is already planning on introducing a “Blue Card” immigration visa programme to entice young skilled labour from developing countries to operate its industries. Pakistan, with its population of 160 million and rapidly growing, can take advantage of this historical opportunity to export its skilled human capital to the industrialised countries which will not only be of considerable private good to the individuals taking the available positions, but also will result in flow of a large capital and economic boom to Pakistan.

Only 4% of the age group 17-23 years old receives college or university education in Pakistan, compared to over 50% in the developed countries. The number of students receiving a Bachelor degree, and those enrolled in PhD almost doubled from 2001 to 2004, indicating that there is an increasing interest in attaining higher education. Although the enrollment rates in college and universities are increasing each year, there is a great gap to be filled to achieve the 20% threshold that has been recognised by studies as the point where measurable financial returns to the country from its graduates are visible.

Private institutions have been enjoying the same increased interest from students enrolling in their bachelor programmes regardless of their higher tuition fees compared to the public institutions. Clearly, the quality of institution delivering education attracts more people, even if it is translated to significant increase in the cost of attendance. Not every one can afford quality education with that price tag; the majority of students attending university and colleges are enrolled in public institutions, especially those involved in research and seeking postgraduate degrees. Public education remains the main feeder of graduates and postgraduates in Pakistan.

It is therefore crucial to improve the quality of services offered in public institutions in Pakistan to provide a fairly accessible higher education that will increase the opportunity for social and economic mobility of the poorest to become better off. This alone is a direct benefit to the society at large. While private institutions have their share of providing education to the public, no nearly enough has been done in Pakistan to tackle issues of providing financial opportunities for those who cannot afford to attend higher education. Public private partnerships are very infrequent and should be emphasised to better serve the increasing demand for education.

Private and Public Goods: The increased value of the human capital makes educational attainment and success not only vital to the financial well-being of individuals but also for that of the nation, especially for developing countries. It is part of higher education’s role in Pakistan to produce professionals, scholars and leaders and highly educated people that can lead the country out of the poverty into an economically sustainable nation.

The added economic value that accrues from those who earn four-year university degrees and graduate degrees is well documented both in developed and developing countries. In a Unesco study, the attainment of tertiary compared to the upper secondary education brings earnings that are as much as 82 per cent higher in Indonesia and 300 per cent in Paraguay (UIS/OECD, Financing Education: Investments and Returns, 2003). Despite the degree of earnings advantage in different countries, it is indisputable that attainment of a university degree ensures financial returns that are several times higher than those with just a secondary or elementary degree. The numbers are even stronger when calculated in lifetime earnings and benefits.

Financial growth is not the only benefit of education. The more educated people are, more socially engaged and well rounded they become, resulting in participatory societies. Greater involvement in society’s institutions and decisions leads to democratic decisions and societies. In addition to the economic return to individuals and to society as a whole, higher education improves quality of life in a variety of other ways, including health status, social variables such as participation in charity, voluntary work, and children education and upbringing.

Economic Gains: Higher education affects the well-being of the individual and its immediate family, the local populace and that of the nation. The higher the level of education attained by a person, the greater the chances for employment there is, and less unemployment in times of economic crisis. Equipped with better qualifications and specialized skills, educated workers earn higher wages than the average worker. They also help to raise the wages of all workers in an area by contributing to the local community and government, increasing profitability and business.

On the other hand, the establishment of a university or college increases the chances of the local community to attend it, and its financial contribution by direct expenditures, creating new jobs, hiring new employees, and other non-direct benefits in the society. It is very important that local tertiary institutions create a close link with local businesses and economy. The market needs should play a determining role in producing graduates that will fill their needs and boost their productions.

Higher education institutions are also centers of research, knowledge and progressive thought. Through their research they assist in the development of new methodology, and tools to advance technology, science and business. In addition, it is through higher education institutions that intellectual thought is created, preserved and nourished in society. As such, these institutions are very important in creating well-rounded individuals that understand the society and the world they live in, and work towards social progress.

Finally, individual and community investments in higher education add up to create economic growth and advancement at the national level. Studies have shown that focusing on elementary education alone will not bring significant economic benefits to a country. But, rapid and steady improvement of the economy has been noticed once that a threshold of graduate production is achieved in a developing country. Public and private investments that lead to substantial increases in degree attainment deliver large returns to the students that earn the degrees and to the economies they contribute.

Social benefits; Higher education attainment results in educated individuals that serve as engines of social and economic mobility. People with higher education degrees are more interested in the decision making process that affects their every day lives and the society in general. They are more likely to undertake civic participation, vote and actively partake in elections, seek public office, serve as intellectual resource for change and progress, thus leading to a more democratic society. In addition, higher education attainment brings improvement in a variety of socioeconomic indicators, such as life expectancy, poverty, health related issues, crime involvement, and their position as parents influencing children education and upbringing.

It is through higher education degrees that students from low- and moderate-income families are given a chance to become economically stronger and in a better position to help themselves and their communities. A higher share of college graduates in the labour force leads to significant increases in wages for all workers, due to spillovers that result from productivity gains. In addition to increased material standards of living, reduced poverty improves the overall well-being of the population. Graduates of colleges and universities are socially responsible and contribute to make the economic fabric of the society more solid and fluid. Adults that have earned college and university degrees are able to give back to the community they live and work. In addition, the social benefits of graduates go beyond individual financial earnings. Better financially positioned individuals are more likely to be in good health and take care of their health concerns. They are less likely to be incarcerated or involved in violent situations. Educated people are more likely to get involved and interested in their children’s education. The young children of adults with higher levels of education are exposed to books and other teaching materials more frequently than other children; they have higher cognitive skill levels and better concentration than other children. The learning attitudes toward education attainment are transmitted to the next generations of children, ensuring that the social benefits that go along with it also take place.

A wide access of the masses to quality education is the main engine that brings broader social benefits to a country, especially in a developing nation like Pakistan. Only through an easy accessible system to education that is of a high quality, contemporary and at par with the developed countries, can the national accumulation of knowledge, expertise and economic growth be achieved. Higher educational outcomes affect directly and indirectly the society where they are hosted by providing expert services, improving the life, health, and living conditions of the individuals and the community they are in by making available better services to more individuals. n
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