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We live in an age when there is (1) great optimism about the power of education to influence the well-being of individuals and nations.
Parents and caregivers see education as a way for their children to improve on their own lives by building an understanding of their place
in the world. It is also the principle means by which young people, by passing exams and gaining credentials, can gain an advantage in the
labour market. Teachers, as they always have, hope to pass on the wisdom of generations in equipping students for the future.

Yet, while it can appear as if little has changed in education ---students still walk through the school gates, university lecturers still speak
to massed ranks of under-graduates--- economic, political, and social changes over the past thirty years have fundamentally altered the
nature and prospects for education.

Education holds a unique position in modern societies because many people believe that it benefits society at the same time as meeting

the aspirations of students and their parents. ) This faith in formal education has been strengthened in recent times as advances in

knowledge and scientific understanding have been seen to play a decisive role in maintaining material and social progress both within
developed and developing countries.

It is through science that we develop the technologies intended to improve our material well-being, while through the humanities it is
hoped that moral and social progress can also be achieved. But what strengthens this faith is the idea that it is a source of social justice and
national efficiency: that education offers students the promise of equality of opportunity irrespective of social background, gender, or
ethnicity, while providing the economy with an educated workforce.

In this link between education and progress we see one of the key assumptions that many have held, that educational institutions are in
some senses separate or removed from the rest of society. And, because of this relative autonomy individuals are able to develop their
potential irrespective of the contrasting worlds that students inhabit beyond the school gates. It is thought that through disciplined study,
students can learn to develop the foresight to transcend narrow self-interests or world-views. In part, such ideas reflect a tradition of thought
that goes back to the Enlightenment in which reason, imparted through education, was seen as fundamental to the project of the
'perfectibility of man' (Passmore 2000).

3 But we need to ask whether this faith in education can be repaid.
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