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LINK BETWEEN EDUCATION AND THE ECONOMY 

FORMAL EDUCATION refers to education that is learnt within the formal setting of a school. It includes 

learning a specific set of subjects of the formal curriculum, mastery of which is tested through formal 

examinations. 

Functionalist perspective 

They look at the relationship between the economy and the education based on DEPENDENCY. This 

perspective views society as a SOCIAL SYSTEM which is founded on FUNCTIONALLY CONNECTED SUB-

SYSTEMS (namely: the family, the economic sub-system (workplace), the cultural sub-system (school) 

and the political sub-system). 

These sub-systems are connected through: 

1. CORE VALUES: refers to the idea that each institution within society performs essential CORE 

FUNCTIONS, such as providing means for survival through work or even secondary socialization 

by attending school. 

2. To perform these functions, they are all DEPENDENT on each other to work efficiently. The 

workplace, for example, needs a literate and numerate workforce provided by the schools to 

function properly. 

Therefore, we see that this DEPENDENCY RELATIONSHIP is witnessed through the way the workplace 

needs the education system / school to perform its ALLOTTED ROLES for society to function properly. 

The development of MASS EDUCATION is looked at in terms of FUNCTIONAL DIFFERENTIATION 

introduced by Parsons (1937), who defines It as institutions developing to perform particular functions. 

As these sub-systems – which make the entire society – are dependent on one another, changes within 

one institution will directly result into changes in the other. 

Hence, if the needs of one institution are not fully met by the functioning of the other, it directly leads 

to what Merton (1938) calls SOCIAL STRAINS: the tensions and pressures building up in society which 

threatens its ability to function as well as its stability. 

However, the STABILITY can be resolved through: 

1. An existing institution EVOLVING to serve these particular needs 

2. The creation of a new institution that is able to directly meet them  

As the scale of economic change is very large and industrialization too great, institutions are not able to 

fully evolve and properly meet the requirements requested. 

The EDUCATION ACT OF 1944 in the UK established FREE, UNIVERSAL EDUCATION. This explicitly 

addressed the relationship between the workplace and the education system through a drawing a 

distinction from: 

1. ACADEMIC PUPILS, who will attend universities and enter into professional careers 

2. VOCATIONAL PUPILS, broadly following a practical route into the workforce 
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SECONDARY EDUCATION was further divided into a TRIPARTITE SYSTEM, where at the age of 11 

children had to complete a test and based on their results, they were allocated in one of the three 

schools: 

1. GRAMMAR SCHOOLS, that wholly followed an academic curriculum  

2. SECONDARY MODERN SCHOOLS, partly academic and partly vocational (which took precedence 

and eventually replaced the SECONDARY TECHNOLOGICAL SCHOOLS (3)). 

The separation between ACADEMIC and VOCATIONAL EDUCATIONAL ROUTES reflects a belief that 

PROFESSIONAL CAREERS have more abstract knowledge, while NON-PROFESSIONAL CAREERS include 

more of practical expertise. This notion is partly explained by Davis and Moore’s (1945) argument that 

those who are most INTELLECTUALLY ABLE are placed into the highest position in the society with the 

rewards of high income, power and status. In other words, the most FUNCTIONALLY IMPORTANT ROLES 

in society are occupied by the most intellectually, competent and capable individuals). 

To Davis and Moore, education is the ‘providing ground for ability’, acting as a SELECITVE AGENT for 

lacing people into different statuses based on their abilities. 

Overall, Functionalists look at the education system within the economy having 3 broad FUNCTIONS: 

1. SOCIALISATION: Society is maintained through SOCIALISING people into KEY CULTURAL 

VALUES. According to Parsons, education functions as a bridge connecting the MICRO-WORLD / 

FAMILY to the MACRO-WORLD / WIDER SOCIETY where children are socialized into accepting 

MERITOCRATIC VIEW OF ACHIEVEMENT. Further, he argues that It also eases the TRANSITION 

between PARTICULARISTIC VALUES present within the family to the UNIVERSALITIC VALUES on 

which society operates on. 

2. SKILLS PROVISION: Education is responsible for teaching individuals the skills for modern 

societies. Skills can be both GENERAL, such as numeracy, or more PARTICULAR for a specific 

career. As the DIVISION OF LABOUR increases in COMPLEXITY and OCCUPATIONS become 

more SPECIALISED, the years require for completing education increase. 

3. ROLE ALLOCATION: The school allocates people into the most appropriate jobs for them purely 

based on their talents and abilities. 

 

CRITICISMS: 

1. FUNCTIONAL IMPORTANCE refers to the idea that different adult roles are measured according 

to their SOCIAL CONTRIBUTIONS to societies (e.g.: an accountant has a higher salary than a road 

sweeper). Tumin (1955) questions the idea that we can objectively measure this. He believes it 

is something more subjective, and an ideological justification for the functionalist analysis of 

education. 

2. The idea that pupils are ‘sifted and sorted’ based on their abilities under meritocratic terms is 

also questioned. However, there is little evidence showing the existence of this MERITOCRATIC 

SYSTEM today, as societies are broadly founded on INEQUALITIES – such as wealth, where 

parents can buy the status of their children through sending them to fee-paying schools (Parkin 

(1971) argues that the Functionalist perspective is an IDEOLOGICAL ATTEMPT to JUSTIFY these 

inequalities). 
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3. Bourdieu’s concept of the LEGITIMATING MYTH in the Marxist perspective. 

 

 

Marxist Perspective 

Look at this relationship based on CULTURAL REPRODUCTION – The various ways elites in society 

maintain their influence and power over the subordinate classes. 

Bowles and Gintis, under the Neo-Marxist approach, presented the CORREPSONDENCE PRINICIPLE – 

the idea that the structure of the workplace reflects the organisation of the education system and, as a 

result, the INEQUALITIES present in the former are reproduced in the latter. This is effectively seen 

through: 

1. Schools discipline students to learn and adopt the DEMANDS and the ‘CRUCIAL INGREDIENTS 

FOR JOB ADEQUACY’; such as respecting the time 

2. Just as workers have no control or power over the products they produce, children similarly 

have no influence on the content they learn in the school present within the FORMAL 

CURRICULUM. 

3. The HIERARCHY within both setting is similar as well – the workers and students are expected to 

RESPECT the owners and teachers in authority, respectively. 

Bowles and Gintis argue that this theory is maintained at all levels of the education system through 

the processes of SETTING, BANDING and STREAMING: Those destined for LOW LEVELS of work, 

RULE FOLLOWING is emphasized. Those who will be in MIDDLE LEVELS of work are given some 

autonomy, and the members which will occupy in HIGH LEVELS of work, they are given total 

independence and are also able to partly control some aspects of their academic work. 

Bourdieu calls the Functionalist idea of MERITOCRACY a ‘LEGITIMATING MYTH’: It is largely the 

opposite of what Functionalists believe. He argues that while the system may appear to be fair and 

based on equal opportunities, it really works in favor of the ruling class elite through a series of 

processes like setting and paying for private tuition. 

Marx sees the education system as performing 2 main functions in the capitalist society: 

1. It REPRODUCES the INEQUALITIES individuals will meet in the working world (upholding the ides 

of the Neo-Marxist CORRESPONDING PRINCIPLE) 

2. It JUSITIFFIES these existing inequalities through Bourdieu’s idea of the ‘LEGITIMATING MYTH’. 

The FORMAL CURRICULUM is a crucial aspect for CUTLTURAL REPRODUCTION as children are allocated 

into different WORKPLACE STREAMS from an early age. Hence, cultural reproduction is disguised as a 

consequence of pupils’ different levels of ability. 

Althusser sees this institution as an IDEOLOGICAL STATE APPARTUS which rejects the idea that 

everyone within schools acquire and learn COMMON VALUES. Rather, ‘teachers transform pupil 

consciousness and attempt to make them accept the reality of life – that the workplace is unequal – as 

well as their future position in society. 
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For Marxists, the division of ACADEMIC and VOCATIONAL EDUCATION has an ADVANTAGE for the 

ruling elites: not only does it eliminate the competition between the working-class and higher classes for 

positions in higher levels of education, but it also leads to the belief that the position of the working-

class in society is as a result of their own failures to achieve necessary educational qualifications. 

Further, Althusser believes that the HIDDEN CURRICULUM allows schools to reproduce the conditions 

necessary for CAPITALISM to FLOURISH in a NON-OPPRESSIVE WAY; the ways schools are organized, 

knowledge is presented and taught and the conformity of the bottom class to the capitalist system and 

its inequalities UNCRITICALLY. 

Bates and Riseborough say a significant aspect of CONTEMPORARY NEW VOCATIONALISM in the UK is 

that many middle-class pupils follow an academic route into professional careers while members in the 

lower classes follow a vocational route into the workforce. They believe that this new vocationalism is a 

form of SOCIAL CONTROL, where potentially troublesome kids are taken off the streets and given work 

disciplines with low wages. Further, Davies (2012) says such schemes have been accused of reflecting 

‘MODERN SLAVE LABOUR’, involving little or no training. 

CRITICISM: 

1. Reynolds (1984) argues that the formal curriculum does not teach the necessary skills 

employers look for within individuals. 

2. Paul Willis (1977) and his making of LEARNING TO LABOUR shows that pupils from the working-

classes have little regards for the school rules and respect for the teachers, behaving in ways 

that are not in line with the capitalist system’s need for a docile workforce 

3. Young (1981) calls the Marxist approach ‘LEFT FUNCTIONALISM’, concentrating only on the 

benefits the education system delivers to the upper classes. 

4. Brown (1997) argues that modern businesses are increasingly looking for the skills of SHARED 

CREATIVITY and TEAMWORK. However, the exam system under which children are taught and 

are judged against seems to discourage these. 

 

 

Neo-Functionalist / New Rights Perspective 

Draw the link between the economy and the education system by focusing on the ECONOMIC CHANGES 

that have occurred as a result of GLOBALISATION and have consequently resulted in changing our 

understanding of the relationship between the economy and the education system. 

In POST-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETIES, there has been a rise in COMPUTER-BASED SERVICE KNOWLEDGE, 

which has led to the economic shift where SERVICE and KNOWLEDGE are the main productive 

industries, characterized by their FLEXIBILITY and speed of CHANGE. As a result, this brings into 

question the ACADEMIC and VOCATIONAL DISTINCTIONS in modern education systems. 

Luhmann criticizes Traditional Functionalism as being too MECHANICAL in THEORISING the relationship 

between the educational system and the economy. He believes that in an ever-changing system of 

SOCIAL and ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIPS, the education system must be as flexible if it is to function 




