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Abstract

In this chapter, we claim that a reasonable normative goal in terms
of educational justice consists of equalizing opportunities for achieving
essential educational outcomes. The exposition is developed in four
steps. Firstly, we briefly review some reasons that justify a shift from
a welfarist perspective to a non-welfarist one, that is, from the space of
utilities to that of “advantages”. Secondly, we argue in favor of a more
specific perspective, namely an ‘educationist’ one, in which essential
educational achievements become the relevant attribute. Thirdly, since
inequalities of outcome wvariables, such as educational achievements,
are caused by morally relevant and by morally irrelevant factors, some
criterion has to be adopted to demarcate the frontier between the ac-
ceptable fraction of inequality and the unacceptable fraction. We dis-
cuss the pragmatic demarcation criterion proposed by Roemer in an
‘educationist’ perspective, taking into account particular features of the
schooling process. Finally, we outline a concrete proposal of a proce-
dure which aims at providing a basis for the assessment of the degree
of fairness of an educational system.

*Economics Department, GIRSEF, and Hoover Chair of economics and social ethics
(associate member), Université Catholique de Louvain, Belgium. I would like to thank
Christian Arnsperger, Philippe De Villé, Anca Gheaus, Axel Gosseries, Hervé Pourtois,
Vincent Vandenberghe and Philippe Van Parijs for helpful comments and discussions. I
assume full responsibility for errors, omissions, and misinterpretations. Contact: wal-
tenberg@ires.ucl.ac.be.



Contents

Introduction

Evaluating social states: some crucial assumptions

From social welfare functions to social advantage func-

tions
3.1 The welfarist benchmark . . . . . . ... ... ... ..
3.2 The multi-fold relation between education and utility .
3.3 A brief account of the problems with welfarism . . . .
3.3.1 Technical difficulties: measuring and comparing
utilities . . . . ..o
3.3.2 More fundamental problems: the monopoly of
subjective information . . . . . ... ... ...
3.4 Social advantage functions . . . . . . ... ... .. ..

The educationist approach

4.1 Defining educationism . . . . ... ... ... ... ..

4.2 Justifying educationism . . . . ... ..o L.
4.2.1 The value of education . . . . . ... ... ...
4.2.2 Technical benefits . . . ... .. ... ... ..
4.2.3 Iseducationism in conflict with macrojustice ob-

4.3 Authoritative, paternalistic, and disrespectful of peo-
ples’needs? . . . .. ... ... ... ..

Equality of educational opportunities

5.1 Roemer’s EOp transposed to education . . ... ...

5.2 Is it reasonable to hold pupils accountable for their ed-
ucational outcomes? . . . .. ...

5.3 ‘All are circumstances’: Roemer converging to Rawls?

A concrete proposal

6.1 Stating the proposal . . . . ... ... ... .. ....

6.2 An example: illiterate (lazy) pupils . . . . . . . .. ..

6.3 Possible obstacles . . . . . .. ... 0oL
6.3.1 What about cognitive handicaps? . . . . . . . .
6.3.2 What if EEOp is not verified in previous steps?
6.3.3 How to deal with drop outs? . . .. ... ...

6.4 ‘Asset-based compensation’: a solution for the remain-
ing inequality of opportunities? . . . . . .. .. .. ..

Conclusions

S © 0o @@

11

12
14

18
18
20
20
22

23

26

28
29

31
32

34
34
38
39
39
40
41

43

44



1 Introduction

We want to provide a conceptual and pragmatic definition of edu-
cational justice. For reasons that will become clear throughout this
chapter, defining that requires the evaluation or the assessment of
distributions of some particular types of educational outcomes.

According to Sen (1992), Cowell (1995), or Lambert (2001), evalu-
ating distributions (usually of income in the literature) requires mak-
ing three main choices, regarding the:

1. Focal variable or attribute, sometimes called “currency of
justice” by philosophers or “relevant space” by economists;

2. Aggregation and/or evaluation procedures, used to com-
pare distributions of a given currency of justice, sometimes called
the “focal combination”; economists usually call them “social
welfare functions”;

3. Reference group or unit of analysis, that is, the relevant
geographic or demographic unit for comparing distributions of
an attribute.

In this chapter, we will focus our discussion on the two first choices.
The important topic of the reference group will not be discussed exten-
sively in this chapter, but rather in chapters 3 and 4, which are devoted
to empirical investigations that draw extensively on the framework
outlined here.

As a result of our discussions, we shall claim that a reasonable
normative goal in terms of social justice consists of “equalizing oppor-
tunities for achieving essential educational outcomes”.

The text is organized as follows. Section 2 contains an account
of the main assumptions usually employed by economists, explicitly
or implicitly, when they undertake a normative analysis. Such a
schematic presentation will be referred to throughout the chapter. In
section 3, first we discuss some difficulties associated with the standard
welfarist approach. Then we briefly present some reasons that justify a
shift from a welfarist perspective to a non-welfarist one, which implies
abandoning the space of utilities in favor of the space of “advantages”.
In section 4, we argue in favor of a more specific perspective, namely
an ‘educationist’ one, in which essential educational achievements be-
come the relevant normative attributes. In section 5, we discuss the
criterion proposed by Roemer to draw the line that distinguishes ac-
ceptable from unacceptable inequalities, and then we transpose it to
the educational sector, taking into account particular features of the
schooling process. Finally, in section 6, we outline a proposal of a



procedure which aims at providing a basis for the assessment of the
degree of fairness of an educational system. Section 7 concludes.

2 Evaluating social states: some cru-
cial assumptions

Modern normative economics is mainly interested in describing fair
social states, or in ranking different social states according to their
degrees of fairness (Fleurbaey, 1996). But if we want to compare
social states and rank them, what set of criteria should guide us? In
this section, we discuss some assumptions which are frequently used
by economists.!

Economists often assume consequentialism, that is, they com-
pare end-states (or achievements or outcomes), regardless of the pro-
cess that conducted society to a given situation and not to another.
Two identical social states are given the same value, and information
concerning how we get to each of them is irrelevant.

Adopting consequentialism implies not giving any intrinsic value to
intentions or causes that lead society to some particular state. More
precisely, adopting it means that we only care about intentions and
causes to the extent that they have relevant impacts over end-states.
Accepting this criterion makes it difficult to take into account, for
instance, human rights, since they are defined essentially in terms of
rules or procedures, and not in terms of consequences or end-states,
except, of course, if enforcing human rights leads society to a better
outcome.

Many vectors of possible end-states may matter in the evaluation
made by a consequentialist agent. He may value, for example: his set
of material holdings (x!...2"), the set of health characteristics that
compose his health status (h'...1h*), his set of educational outcomes,
such as his skills, the certificates he holds and so on (e!...eF), vari-
ables related to the quality of the global environment (g'...g"*), a
set of characteristics related to his security (s'...s"*), and so on. Let
these sets be summarized by the following vectors: X;, H;, E;, G;, S;,
where 7 indexes the individual.

Nothing prevents a consequentialist individual from caring about
other people’s sets and not only about his own. Perhaps, it makes
more sense, however, to take the “agent” to be, in fact, a preference-
respectful social planner (in contrast with a paternalistic one). In

1Section 2 is largely inspired by “Welfare Economics” lectures given by Professor Erik
Schokkaert at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (Belgium) on Fall 2004. I assume full
responsibility for errors, omissions, and misinterpretations.
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such case, the social planner will take into account agent ¢’s outcome
sets (X, H;, E;, Gy, S, ...), but also the outcome set of all the other
individuals (X, Hj, E;, G;, S;, for all j # i).

From economists’ viewpoint, more than consequentialism is re-
quired to rank social states in an organized way. One possibility is
to assume individualism, which means that end-states are to be
valued according to the benefit they provide to each human being.
These benefits are aggregated by individual-specific indicator func-
tions, I;(X;, H;, F;, G;,S;,...), whose arguments are the end-states
which are relevant for each of the n individuals.?

By assuming individualism, we ignore characteristics that could be
valued for their own sake, and not to the extent that they are valued
by individuals. For example, if we assume individualism, “the nature”
or “the environment” might not have any intrinsic value beyond the
value each individual assigns to it. A green party militant probably
includes global environment variables (G;) as an argument of his set
of relevant variables, while other people may prefer not to do it - since
they do not care about the environment. Assuming individualism does
not imply assuming people are egoists, given that, just as mentioned
before, nothing prevents a consequentialist and individualist person
from caring about other people’s sets and not only about his own
set. An indicator function such as I1(Xy, Xo, Hy, Ho, Eq, Es,...) is
admissible under the conditions imposed so far.

Diagram 1. ‘Goodness-of-society evaluation set’. From

consequentialism to individualism. (i =1,...,n).
Xi1...H...E1...G1...51... Il(XZ',HZ',Ei,Gi,Si,...)
Xo...Hy...Ey...Gy...5;... IQ(X“HZ,E“SZ,)
—
Xn...Hy...Ep...Gp... Sy ... I,(X;, Hi, E;, G, S, . . .)

Let us call the set of valuable outcomes of a given society as the
‘goodness-of-society evaluation set’. In diagram 1 above, we show how
the goodness-of-society evaluation set changes when we move from as-
suming only consequentialism to assuming both consequentialism and

2 Again, it is not excluded that individual i values the outcome set of individual j # i.
Indeed, altruism can be formally included in economic models in such a way that an
individual values, for example, the consumption set of people he cares about. Usually
such valuation is done through the filter of the former individual’s utility function - which
means that he cares about his fellows to the extent that their well-being increases his own
well-being.



individualism. The difference is that in the right-hand-side matrix,
outcome variables are indexed by an individual indicator function,
which is not the case in the left-hand-side matrix. In the right-hand-
side matrix, we assume that individuals 1 and n are persons who care
about global environment issues, represented by G;, while individual
2 does not assign any value to it, so that G; is absent in the second
line.

Economists usually adopt further assumptions which eventually
narrow down the set on which goodness-of-society is evaluated. The
general indicator function, I(-), is often replaced by a very particular
one, namely: the utility function. Doing so amounts to adopting wel-
farism. For our purposes the importance of including the assumption
of welfarism to the picture is twofold. First, utility functions are sup-
posed to represent individuals’ subjective preferences over end-states
or achievements. We will comment on this issue in the following sec-
tions. Second, assuming welfarism means that any information which
is not reflected on individuals’ welfare is ignored. For example, given
that an individual chooses a good x and that this choice provides him
the utility level u(z) = @, it does not matter whether that individ-
ual had only that good x available or whether he was free to choose
among a set of various goods. Freedom only matters instrumentally,
that is, to the extent that it provides more utility (i.e., more welfare)
to the individual. But, generally, we cannot be sure of the existence
of an impact of the level of freedom an individual enjoys on his utility
level .

Economists frequently narrow down even further the goodness-of-
society evaluation set, especially in empirical work, where particular
utility functions have to be adopted. One common step is to assume in-
dividuals are self-centered, meaning that an agent’s utility function
contains only arguments referring to that very agent. For example,
my own expenditures set is an argument of my utility function, but
the expenditures set of my fellow citizens’ is not.

According to the requirements - usually formal ones - of each par-
ticular model or empirical study, economists go further: (i) assuming a
“representative consumer” (or homogeneity), that is, considering that
all individuals have the same utility function; and/or (ii) using some
observable variable to reflect, to some extent, individuals’ utilities.
The typical proxy is income. Since it can be exchanged against many
other commodities individuals might want to consume, economists
feel comfortable to assume that utility increases monotonically with
income.

3For an account of the relationship between freedom and economics, see Laslier, Fleur-
baey, Gravel, and Trannoy (1998).



Diagram 2 shows that when we combine all the restrictions com-
mented above, the goodness-of-society evaluation set shrinks consid-
erably.

Diagram 2. Goodness-of-society evaluation set. (i =1,...,n)

1. From individualism to welfarism.

Il(X’L7H’L7E’L7 G’L? Sl7 .. .) Ul(X27 HZ? EZ? G27 SZ? .. .)

ITL(X17 Hl? ET,) Gz, Sl) o ) ] U’I’L(XZ7 Hr“ EZ’ GZ’ Sr“ “ . )

2. From welfarism to self-centered individuals.

U(Xi, Hi, Ei, Gy, Si,y . ) [ Uy(Xy, Hy, Er, Gy, Sy, )

Un(Xna HTL’ En, Gnv Sn7 A )

Un(Xi, Hi, B3, Gi, Sy - )

3. From self-centered individuals to homogeneous individuals and
an objective proxy. (y = income).

Ui(+) Y1

Un(+) Yn

Depending on which assumptions one is ready to accept, the def-
inition of the educational optimum will be different. Suppose for a
while that the social planner has egalitarian concerns. Two individ-
uals may reach the same level of welfare while having different levels
of educational achievements. On the other hand, two individuals with
the same educational achievements may have very different levels of
welfare. So what kind of equality should the egalitarian social planner
prefer: E; = Ej, for any i # j, or Us(..., E;,...) = U;(..., Ej,...),
for any ¢ # j7 In words, neither equal educational outcomes implies
equal welfare, nor equal welfare implies equal educational outcomes:
what to choose?

The broader questions suggested by this section are the following:
where should the narrowing-down process stop? Particularly, if we
are looking for a description of the educational optimum, which con-
ditions should be accepted/imposed? Which of them shrink too much
- and inappropriately - the goodness-of-society evaluation set? What
currency of justice is better suited to deal with educational justice
matters?

We will provide our answers to these questions in this chapter. But
first, let us start our discussion from the natural point of departure
for an economist: the welfarist perspective.
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3 From social welfare functions to so-
cial advantage functions

3.1 The welfarist benchmark

Suppose the following properties are imposed: consequentialism, indi-
vidualism, welfarism and self-centeredness. Also suppose for a while
(until section 3.3.1) that it is possible to measure individuals’ utilities
and to compare their intensities, by assuming, for example, absolute
scale comparability - as defined by Boadway and Bruce (1984). These
assumptions presuppose high informational requirements, but let us
abstract from the problems related to that for a while.*

Finally, suppose that the conditions which are required for the sec-
ond welfare theorem to be valid break down.? Since it is not possible to
reallocate initial endowments in such a way that any Pareto-efficient
allocation can be reached, it is not possible to partition “equity” and
“efficiency” into two separate and distinct problems. Under these
conditions, defining a social optimum necessarily requires simultane-
ous decisions concerning equity and efficiency. This idea has been
accurately expressed by Stiglitz and Atkinson (1980), who claim that
“both [are] subsumed on the objective of maximizing social welfare”,
according to the inequality aversion parameter of some specification
of an objective function.

In such a framework, we can make use of a wide class of social
welfare functions (SWFs), within the boundaries of the ‘welfarist per-
spective’, which is widespread in economics, and which constitutes an
inescapable benchmark. Different SWFs describe different normative
positions in the specific form of social preferences in the space of util-
ities, which provide different ways of resolving the equity-efficiency
trade-off. Certain normative viewpoints reflect criteria and objectives
that have a correspondence - sometimes an indirect one - with this
or that theory of distributive justice. More practically, by means of
SWFs, it is possible to rank distributions of welfare of different soci-

4On the informational requirements of different social welfare functions, see, for exam-
ple, Sen (1979) or Boadway and Bruce (1984)

5A number of reasons can be evoked to deny the validity of the second welfare theo-
rem in different settings. When the educational allocation problem is studied separately
from general justice issues (cf. sections 4-6), the following issues pose problems: con-
sumer sovereignty may not be a reasonable assumption (how then can we trust pupils’
preferences?); educational outcomes usually cannot be directly traded among individuals;
lump-sum transfers of educational inputs are not generally feasible, for instance, if the
input at stake are agents’ intellectual skills; and so on. We develop our argument in this
chapter taking for granted that the second welfare theorem does not hold.



eties, or of a given society in different points in time. They provide,
in fact, a useful device for aggregating and evaluating distributions of
welfare (the second step in the task of assessing distributions, as we
mentioned in the introduction).

3.2 The multi-fold relation between education
and utility

Assuming consequentialism, individualism, and self-centeredness in
educational issues do not add very much to assuming them in the
general case - end-states are to be valued according to the benefit
they provide to each person. Assuming welfarism, in turn, is a more
intricate issue, since the relationship between the vector of educational
variables, F;, and individuals’ welfare, U;, is multi-fold.

Education can be seen as an important determinant of future earn-
ing capacity of individuals and, thereby, of their future well-being.
This hypothesis postulates an indirect effect of educational variables,
FE;, on welfare, possibly with an inter-temporal component, that is,
U= = f(Y!=2(E7Y)), where t = 1 and ¢t = 2 stand for present
and future time, respectively. This kind of reasoning is perfectly in
line with a particular view on the economic role of education, which
is probably the most widespread among economists, namely, the one
that sees education essentially as an investment in human capital.

However, educational outcomes may have another, direct, effect
on welfare. Being more educated may imply having a higher level
of individual welfare regardless of the effect of education on income
(see section 4). Without denying the effect of income on utility, we
could assume one of the following statements: (i) that welfare depends
on current income and past education, Uf=2 = f(Y;=2, E=1), or (ii)
that welfare depends on past education, both directly and indirectly
(through the channel of income): Uf=2 = f(EI=L, VIZ2(EFY)).

If we think it is wise to pick both education and income as ar-
guments of the utility function, is it not also as wise to pick other
relevant vectors as well, such as those mentioned in section 2, namely:
X, H,G,S,...7 In this case, we would have to take into account the
possible complementarities between education and other goods in the
generation of welfare, and the issue of defining the educational opti-
mum would become quite complex or, more probably, indeterminate,
unpredictable, and analytically unsolvable.

Another possibility is to treat education simply as a consumption
good. Some people might have a ‘good time’ when they are at school
(though other people not at alll). Some people might appreciate the
social recognition they are given for the fact that they are studying



in some prestigious educational institution - regardless of the future
benefits that their certificates will provide to them. Some people may,
for example, decide to enroll in PhD studies, even having a quite
accurate knowledge of the high opportunity costs it entails, in order
to enjoy the rich intellectual and/or cosmopolitan environment offered
to PhD students. Whatever the reason, the point is that some people
extract instantaneous utility from studying, so that the benefits of
education do not have to wait for the future to materialize, in which
case, it would not be inadequate to consider that U=! = f(E!=1).
The bottom line is that when we restrict our analysis to a wel-
farist framework, important choices have to be made regarding what
the most appropriate description of the relationships between educa-
tion, income and other relevant variables, and welfare is - a matter of
defining a relevant positive ‘model of society’. Particularly, the role of
education in generating present and future well-being, and the comple-
mentarities between education and other goods in that process, need
to be addressed, a task that could be accomplished in different ways,
such as: (i) relying on empirical evidence, (ii) using ad hoc choices
depending on the nature of the problem under scrutiny, (iii) turning
to a reasoned argumentation or a consistent formal model. We do
not have the ambition to do either of those tasks here, because, inter
alia, we do not believe the welfarist framework is the most suitable for
dealing, neither with goodness-of-society issues in general, nor with
educational justice issues in particular, as we will argue later on.

3.3 A brief account of the problems with wel-
farism

It is insightful to analyze how different SWF's relate to educational
variables, using simple assumptions on the role of education in gener-
ating well-being - indeed, we have sketched that task in the previous
chapterS, in a text which provides us with basic elements to under-
stand what educational justice could mean to ‘caricatural’ normative
positions, such as pure utilitarianism or pure egalitarianism.

In this chapter, in turn, we point out a number of problems as-
sociated with the welfarist perspective - defined here as an evaluation
framework that simultaneously assumes consequentialism, individual-
ism, welfarism and self-centeredness - with special attention to the

6In Chapter 1 we interpret what educational justice means according to SWF based
on different normative positions: utilitarianism, a combination of an ordinal approach
with utilitarianism (ie, the Pareto criterion), welfare-egalitarianism, welfare-maximin and
welfare-leximin, as well as for some intermediate cases, where the inequality aversion is

expressed by parameters in CES or egalitarian SWFs.
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implications regarding the educational sector.

3.3.1 Technical difficulties: measuring and comparing
utilities

There are controversies on the very definition of utility. A utility
function has at least three different interpretations: (i) the classical
one - utility functions indicate happiness of individuals; (ii) the choice-
based one - utility functions express individuals’ level of satisfaction of
(informed and rational) preferences, (iii) the social-welfare one - util-
ity functions are a normative tool to the social planner, who imposes
ethical restrictions (i.e. assumes the utility function has certain char-
acteristics) and derives conclusions from them. Definition (ii) could
be seen as a variaton, or a refinement, of definition (i). Definition (iii)
can be placed in a more normative register, much more in line with
the kind of exercise we are undertaking here.

Whatever the definition of utility one adopts, there are some diffi-
culties related to its measurement and to the interpersonal comparison
of utility levels. These problems hold for any kind of welfarist observer
(i.e., whatever his degree of inequality aversion), but for concreteness
let us consider for the moment the case of an utilitarian, who is a wel-
farist that adopts a particular kind of SWF, whose goal is to maximize
society’s well-being (the sum of utilities across individuals).

Utilitarians would support a particular policy if it implied an in-
creased total utility. But it is impossible to measure all gains and
losses derived from the implementation of any given policy. Consider
the implementation of an affirmative action policy, which would allo-
cate a certain fraction of places at good primary schools to minority
group individuals. Those who benefit from such a policy are certainly
better off in terms of present benefits, since they are entitled to con-
sume a scarce good - studying at a good school - which would not have
been available to them otherwise. And they are probably also better
off in terms of future benefits: the policy could expand their probabil-
ity of reaching higher stages in the schooling system and, eventually,
of having a good social position in the future (higher wage, more pres-
tigious occupational status, and so on).

Nevertheless, the same individuals could experience losses due to
that very policy. The policy could have the effect of pushing down
the average ‘quality of students’ in good schools. In this case ag-
gregate quality of peers, and possibly other inputs, would decrease,
leading to lower aggregate achievement.” Such affirmative action pol-

TOf couse, such policy needs not necessarily decrease the average achievements. For
the sake of the argument, we overlook this empirical controversy here and we assume it
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icy could have a negative effect on the quality of the best students,
reducing future aggregate wages and aggregate utility level in that
community. Thus, even the individual who directly benefited from
that policy could possibly indirectly lose utility. Clearly, it is difficult
to assess whether a particular policy provides more benefits than costs
to each individual. Moreover, if we take into account that at least one
individual would lose his place at the ‘good school’ to the benefit of
the first one, the difficulties involved in actually calculating present
and future gains and losses become enormous. Worse than that, it
may become impossible to calculate them.®

The example above (on affirmative action) reveals another diffi-
culty underlying the welfarist approach, especially on empirical grounds:
it requires interpersonal comparison of utilities. What metrics should
we use to measure gains and losses in the above example? How can
we compare the intensity of the utility increase for individual A (who
received the right to study at the good school) with the intensity of
the utility loss for individual B (who lost this very right)? Should we
assume that their utility functions are the same? Is it not an arbitrary
assumption, given that people have so different preferences?

The difficulties related to defining, measuring and comparing util-
ities across individuals may not be so serious if one is interested in
building economic models intended to serve as tools to understand
particular aspects of reality. For example, one could adopt the defi-
nition of utility as a normative tool (definition (iii) above), assume it
has some properties (e.g., it is measurable and comparable) and de-
rive implications of different allocations of education to social welfare.
However, such an approach is not satisfactory for more concrete and
pragmatic interests - such as evaluating distributions of educational
outcomes - and the technical problems described here become of great
concern.

3.3.2 More fundamental problems: the monopoly of
subjective information

There is no accurate utility information available; there is no satisfac-
tory way to obtain it; we do not even know precisely what it is. Even

does decrease it.

8The strictly technical difficulty described here (i.e., informational costs of measuring
utility are high) is not necessarily a problem if we are working with abstract models -
we just need to assume they are measurable and work out the implications of the model.
However, there is also an epistemic issue involved: it is impossible to actually measure
utilities, that is, there is no possibility of inventing such thing as an “inter-temporal
utilometer”, at any cost. For practical issues, the impossibility of measuring utilities is an
important deficiency.
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if technical problems were solved - for example, if it became possible
to collect reliable and accurate information on each individuals’ utility
level - more fundamental problems regarding welfarism would remain.
The most acute criticisms to welfarism essentially contest two inter-
linked implications: (i) that non-utility information is ignored, and (ii)
that every variable which impacts on utility is assumed to be relevant.

With regards to (i), we have already mentioned in section 2 that
if we assume welfarism, freedom matters only to the extent that it
provides more utility to the individual. However, observers from very
different schools of thought consider that freedom is so important that
it must be attributed some value for its own sake, regardless of its
impact on welfare?. This is also true for other intangible values such
as some individual and collective rights, emancipation, self-respect, or
autonomy.

Even more tangible elements, such as the possession of some mate-
rial holdings - say, shelter, food etc - matter to an extent which is not
adequately captured by utility information. The classical example of
‘entrenched deprivations’ or ‘cheap preferences’ is that of slaves who
adapt to their condition up to the point of being happy or satisfied
with their situation - a situation which is in fact miserable from an
objective viewpoint, given that they are not entitled to none of the
intangible or tangible values listed above. The same might happen to
individuals in situations of serious material deprivation, or to groups
of people (e.g., ethnic groups) whose social achievements are consis-
tently lower than those of other groups. It does not matter how bad
their situation is from an objective perspective, these individuals or
groups might still be quite happy or satisfied, for example, because of
deep religious faith. However, it does not seem reasonable to ignore all
non-utility information (e.g., whether people have a minimal level of
material holdings) and to focus social evaluations and social policies
on ‘cheap happiness’ or ‘cheap satisfaction’ of people.

As for (ii) above, welfarism gives absolute priority to utility of
individuals, assuming that they summarize all relevant subjective in-
formation concerning their well-being. Utility functions might depend
on material resources (say, income), but also on personal preferences,
aspirations, beliefs and desires. At a first sight, its respect for peoples’
diversity - that is, for their preferences, aspirations, beliefs and desires
- constitutes a great strength of welfarism, as opposed to paternalis-
tic views that would impose to individuals the goodness of specific
commodities. However, this respect may lead to embarrassing impli-
cations, whenever the preferences, the beliefs or the desires cannot be

9See, for example, Rawls (1971), Nozick (1974), Sen (1992), Van Parijs (1995), and
Laslier, Fleurbaey, Gravel, and Trannoy (1998).
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legitimated. For example, beyond the problem of adaptation to bad
situations, such as those of entrenched deprivations, mentioned above,
preferences may be problematic because they may include patterns of
behavior society is not willing to accept. Conceding to people’s desires
such an important role implies having to deal with a problem which
is the inverse of the ‘entrenched deprivation’ one: that of ‘expensive
tastes’. Some individuals might develop so sophisticated preferences
that society would have to spend a considerable amount of money just
to make them happy or to satisfy them.

Other objections have been directed to the welfarist perspective.
Some individuals may virtually be “pleasure-machines” such that ev-
ery single dollar allocated to them generates a large amount of utility,
what would ask for a policy which gave them absolute priority with
respect to other individuals. It is difficult, on moral grounds, to ad-
here to such a policy. Finally, people might have inaccurate beliefs
due to the possession of inaccurate information - and that might lead
them to take bad choices. While a modest amount of paternalism
could arguably ‘help’ individuals such that they make bad choices less
often, paternalism is incompatible with welfarism.

To sum up, welfarism requires goodness-of-society to be evaluated
in terms of an aggregation of individuals’ utility (welfare), an index
that varies, according to individuals’ own preferences, aspirations, be-
liefs, and desires, and the extent to which individuals are satisfied.
Individuals’ material holdings, as well as their degree of freedom, en-
titlement of rights, emancipation, self-respect and autonomy can also
be valued, but only through their effects on welfare, and not per se.
While utility may express individual welfare to a certain extent (with
the technical and fundamental caveats already mentioned), it is dif-
ficult to defend it as a good basis for judging social evaluations and
for designing social policies; unless if we are willing to base important
(objective) choices a society has to make on a contestable (subjective)
mental metrics, with a great risk of facing the problems of cheap and
expensive preferences.

There are problems related to the other assumptions that compose
the welfarist perspective - consequentialism, individualism and self-
centeredness - but that we have taken for granted until now. We will
turn to those issues in sections 4 and 5, and in other chapters of this
thesis.

3.4 Social advantage functions

If we reject taking utility as the appropriate currency of justice, what
alternative attribute could we turn to? Particularly, what is the appro-
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priate currency of educational justice? And what are the implications
of adopting another currency of justice for issues related to the second
step of the evaluation of distributions procedure, namely, the aggre-
gation/evaluation step (cf. section 1)? These issues are discussed in
this section.

In section 3.3, we have argued that a number of crucial prob-
lems derive from assuming the welfarist approach, as it has been de-
fined in section 2. Suppose now that we still accept consequential-
ism, individualism and self-centeredness, but that we reject welfarism.
Goodness-of-society evaluation set would then be expressed in terms
of individual-specific indicator functions, I;(E;, H;,...), whose argu-
ments would be end-states relevant for each of the n individuals.

It is possible to provide some substance to this indicator function
without having to replace it by a utility function. A series of alter-
natives have been suggested in the literature which can be gathered
under the label of ‘non-welfarist’ or ‘post-welfarist’ approaches'?, and
that include those provided by Rawls (1971), Dworkin (1981a,b), Sen
(various), Cohen (1989), Arneson (1989), Van Parijs (1995), Roemer
(1998), among others.

A major non-welfarist approach has been stated by political philoso-
pher John Rawls, whose theory of justice is a response to the welfarist
conception of the good society, which prevailed as a dominant view
among political philosophers and economists until the 1960s. Based
on two principles of justice, Rawls (1999) claims that a just society is
one that assigns the highest possible level of “primary goods” to the
group of worst-off individuals, provided that a certain level of liberty
for all is guaranteed!'. According to Rawls, primary goods are those
which every rational individual would want, under appropriate condi-
tions, whatever his or her conception of justice, and whatever his or
her life plan.

Clearly, when we turn from welfarism to Rawls’ theory, the cur-
rency of justice shifts from a subjective measure (utility) to an ob-
jective one (a set of primary goods). All the problems related to the
subjectiveness of utility vanish away when primary goods replace util-
ity - for example, information not related to individuals’ welfare can be
taken into account in the evaluation of society. However, the drawback
is that the virtues related to the subjectiveness of utility also vanish
away. For example, as argued by Sen (1992), Rawls does not take suf-
ficiently into account the diversity of human beings and assumes that

10We borrowed these terms from Maguain (2002) and le Clainche (1999).

HRawls’ primary goods are: (a) basic liberties, (b) freedom of movement and choice
of occupation, (c) powers and prerogatives of offices and positions of responsibility, (d)
income and wealth, (e) social bases of self-respect, (f) leisure.
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all individuals can benefit equally from a given set of primary goods!'?.
Individual preferences are taken into account only to the extent that
they do not clash with the two principles of justice, but in fact Rawls
imposes, so to speak, primary goods as the attributes to be valued by
all individuals, in a paternalistic way (primary goods are defined by
Rawls himself). In addition to that, there are difficulties regarding
the procedure that should be employed in order to aggregate different
primary goods, which creates obstacles to policy analysis.

While Rawls built his work as an alternative to welfarism, Amartya
Sen built his own theory trying to go beyond both welfarism and
Rawls’s ‘justice as fairness’. The theory outlined in Sen (1985) tries
to put forward the ingredients of quality of life as the currency of
justice. He defines two central concepts: (i) functionings: doings
and beings that, taken together, constitute the quality of life; (ii)
capability: represented by the set of functionings from which a person
can choose. He claims that his “central idea is to see the basal space
[i.e. the currency of justice] in terms of what people are able to be,
or do, rather than in terms of the means they possess”, in a clear
contrast with Rawls’ primary goods.

In the debate over the appropriate currency of justice, Sen’s contri-
bution consists of trying to reconcile the advantages of both objective
and subjective approaches, placing his theory in a somewhat interme-
diary position between welfarism and Rawlsianism. Sen rejects the
subjectiveness of welfarism, by putting forward an objective currency
of justice, and in this respect, he is not far from Rawls. However,
functionings are valuable objective achievements of individuals (and
not means to achievements such as Rawls’ primary goods). More-
over, while primary goods are defined by Rawls himself, and are to be
evaluated according to a scale which is fixed across individuals, Sen’s
functionings are to be defined by each society and wvalued by individ-
uals themselves. Each individual may convert means (say, primary
goods) into ends (quality of life) in a different fashion, leaving room
for individuals’ diversity'3. As compared to functionings, utilities are
too subjective and primary goods are too objective. Finally, Sen also
tries to integrate non-consequentialist concerns, namely freedom (ca-
pabilities), which were completely absent in the welfarist analysis, but
already greatly emphasized by Rawlsian first principle of justice. We

12Rawls’ view can be represented as follows: I;(-) = I;(-), V4, j, where I is the valuation
function.

13Sen’s view can be represented as follows: I; = f™(-), where the valuation function I;
is defined by f;(+), an individual-specific function which converts tangible and intangible
commodities into concrete functionings (achievements), and m indexes socially relevant
functionings.
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will return to that topic in section 4.

Other non-welfarist approaches provide alternative currencies of
justice. Dworkin (1981a,b) defends “(extended) resources”, Cohen
(1989) prefers “midfare”, while Arneson (1989) defends “opportunity
for welfare” (not straight welfare). Roemer (1998), in turn, talks about
“advantages”, without defining precisely what it is, exactly because
he wants to give more generality to his framework. While each of
these approaches works in a different space (i.e., a different currency
of justice is selected by each author), they share the important feature
of trying to simultaneously escape the difficulties encountered by the
benchmark represented by the welfarist approach, and to go beyond
Rawls. We shall not discuss in detail each alternative here, nor will we
try to take position in favor of one of them, because this goes beyond
the scope of this chapter.

Roemer’s terminology (“advantage”) seems to be a very general
one, and so hereafter whenever we generally refer to non-welfarist ap-
proaches, an ‘advantage function’, A;(-), will play the role that utility
functions plays in the welfarist setting. More precisely, A;(+) is taken
to be a function of the vectors of all features which may be relevant
for individuals according to each particular theory - it can include
health status, educational outcomes, income etc.'* Importantly, if we
adopt a non-welfarist perspective, we cannot use SWF's as such in the
aggregation/evaluation step (the second task in the evaluation of dis-
tributions). We have to employ, instead, what is sometimes referred
to as Social Advantage Functions (SAFs for short).

Just as it would be insightful to analyze different SWF's in rela-
tion with education as we mentioned in section 3.1, it would be even
more instructive to analyze the relationship between different SAFs
and education, given that they do not present some of the problems
implied by the adoption of welfarism. For example, since Rawls does
not classify education as a primary good, it would be interesting to
understand the impacts of education, either on the individual advan-
tage function derived from Rawls’ theory (whose argument is the set of
primary goods held by each individual), or on a SAF derived from the
Rawlsian conception of justice (that is, a maximin across individuals’
indices of primary goods). Alternatively, one could try to speculate
on the effects of education on individual achievements and freedom
as defined by Sen, or to scrutinize the relations between education
and SAFs defined in the space of functionings and/or capabilities.
The same reasoning could be employed for “midfare”, “extended re-
sources”, and so on.

MWe are not adopting Roemer’s theory at this point. We are only borrowing his termi-
nology to rename the indicator function.
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As in the welfarist case, some important choices would also have
to be made in non-welfarist approaches in order to indicate the appro-
priate description of the relationships between education, income and
other relevant variables and advantages. All the SAFs mentioned here
would tend to consider education simply as one ingredient that can
contribute more or less to social justice, via its impacts on individual
advantage functions. In other words, all these theories adopt an inte-
grated, or general justice, perspective. Kolm (2002) defines this view
as “macrojustice”, which concerns “basic rights of a society and the
resulting global distributive justice”. However, defining the appropri-
ate level at which justice is to be assessed is not a settled issue. For
example, while Fleurbaey (1996) claims that one essential element of
any theory of economic justice is its “extent or field of application”,
he concedes that in this respect there is not yet an appropriate de-
vice that allows us to determine the appropriate extent or field of
application of a given economic theory of justice.

Kolm (2002) distinguishes three levels of justice: (i) macrojustice,
already mentioned above, (ii) mesojustice, concerning “issues which
are specific but widespread, important both intrinsically and in vol-
ume, and which elicit policies that can affect almost everybody”- jus-
tice in health and education would be included in this category, (iii)
microjustice, which concerns particular, very local, situations where
issues of justice are raised (say, allocation of resources inside a hospital
or a school). Clearly, Kolm (2002) sets useful upper and lower bounds
for ‘justice in education’ issues. In section 4 we argue why we think
pursuing mesojustice is justified when we are addressing educational
justice issues. Adopting such a mesojustice approach implies that,
just as our analysis should not focus on SWFs, neither should it focus
on macrojustice SAFs.

4 The educationist approach

4.1 Defining educationism

In this section we examine what is at stake when education is taken
as the currency of justice. Note that we are still assuming consequen-
tialism and individualism, so we only care about end-state variables
as they are valued by individuals. In the educational sector, such vari-
ables could take the form of an individual’s total years of schooling,
or the highest certificate she has obtained, or the score she gets in
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a particular test.!> Most frequently we will take standardized test
scores as the educational outcome variables that represent individu-
als’ advantages. In any case, selecting either test scores or any other
educational outcome variable as currency of justice implies we also
adopt self-centeredness, since each individual is assumed to value only
his own educational achievement, independently of that of his class-
mates’ or his fellow citizens’.'6

If the individual utility functions, U;(-) have been redefined in sec-
tion 3 as (general) advantage functions, A;(-), now they have to be
redefined once again. To be sure, the goodness-of-society evaluation
set has now to be split into a series of subsets (see Diagram 3). Spe-
cific normative principles must be established in order to regulate the
distribution of inputs and outcomes for each subset.

Diagram 3. Goodness-of-society evaluation set: From
“advantages” to segmented justice.

Ar(r) Ey Hy G

The attribute in each subset is different. So, in the educational
sphere, they are educational outcomes (Ej;); in the health sphere, they
are health-status variables (H;); and so on. The particular sphere that
interests us here is of course the educational one, and we shall label
our approach an ‘educationist’ one!”. ‘Social educational functions’
(SEFs) will have to be employed in order to aggregate and evaluate
educational outcomes across a given population: E = f(E;), where E
is a measure of society’s ‘social valuation of education’ or ‘educational

advantage’, given by an aggregation/evaluation function, f, defined
over individuals’ educational outcomes.'®

15This choice is not so pressing in this chapter, although it certainly would be in em-
pirical ones, such as Chapters 3 to 6.

16Educational outcomes may have some characteristics of a “positional good” - the value
of the amount of what I have depends on the amount of what others have of that same
good. In such a situation, self-centeredness would cease to be a reasonable assumption.
While we acknowledge the positional-good aspect of education, we believe ignoring it does
not harm our argument here. In chapters 3 and 4, we will return to that discussion. On
positional goods and education, see, for example Brighouse and Swift (2004).

1"The term ‘educationist’ is adapted from Schneider-Bunner (1997), who uses the term
“healthist” to refer to a health-status-based approach.

18 A “healthist” observer would be worried about H = g(H;), where H would represent
‘health-related advantages’ or ‘social valuation of health’.
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4.2 Justifying educationism

We now justify the adoption of an educationist approach on three
grounds. The first point we want to make is that education is a valu-
able asset for individuals, which implies it is relevant to care about
the degree of fairness of its distribution. The second one is ‘techni-
cal’: treating educational justice as an independent sphere of justice
is feasible not only in abstract terms, but also concretely. In our view
good properties are associated with the adoption of educational out-
comes as a currency of justice. The third point consists of claiming
that adopting an educationist perspective does not necessary imply a
conflict with a macrojustice perspective.

4.2.1 The value of education

We first turn to the value of education and to why it is important
to care about the degree of fairness of its distribution. At least since
the seminal works of Schultz (1963) and Becker (1964) economists
recognize that education has an important economic value. They saw
educational outcomes basically as important means for achieving a
wide array of personal goals. Educational achievements can be good
predictors of the access to college, of future earnings capacity, and of
the social position an individual holds.

But education is also likely to be positively correlated to outcome
variables or “advantages” valued by various theories of justice, and not
only within the normative framework usually adopted by economists
(namely, welfarism, cf. defined in section 3.1). Being more educated
enhances the probabilities that an individual becomes “happier”, at
least up to a certain level of education (Hartog and Oosterbeek, 1998).
But more educated individuals might also score higher in the dis-
tribution of primary goods defined by Rawls (1999), of functionings
(achievements) and capabilities (freedom) defined by Sen (1985), but
also of other “mesojustice” attributes, such as health status, for ex-
ample (Grossman, 2005; Hartog and Oosterbeek, 1998).

Educational outcomes are also an end or an achievement, since
they are attributes of a “good life”. In other words, being educated has
an intrinsic value, regardless of the effect education might have over
other, contemporaneous or future, objectives. Being more educated
widens the capacity of processing information and understanding the
world one lives in - in other words, it opens peoples’ horizons. To
Amartya Sen, for example, a minimal level of education is a require-
ment for people to live decently. United Nations’ Human Development
Index (HDI), inspired by the work of Sen, rank countries according,
not to only their income per capita, but also to some rough measures
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of health status and education.'® Education is defined by Fleurbaey
(1995) as one of the core achievements of individuals which society
should care about (“réalisations fondamentales”).

While correlated, income and educational outcomes are not perfect
substitutes. When the currency of justice is income, for a given society
to achieve social justice as defined by John Roemer?’, this society
could opt, either to massively change the allocation of school resources
(as suggested by Betts and Roemer (2004)), or to redistribute income
massively (as suggested by Roemer et al. (2003)). However, while
important for many reasons, massive income redistribution is, in a
sense, a second-best solution for the problem of social justice, since
it is a curative or remedial approach. The first-best situation would
consist of educating people as well as possible, as Betts and Roemer
(2004) suggest, such that they can earn a substantial fraction of their
income on their own - a preventive or empowering perspective.

Rawls (1999, p. xiv) defends a property-owning democracy, which
for a number of reasons, while relying on competitive markets, tries
to disperse the ownership of wealth and capital. He specifies however
that this should be done:

“not by redistributing income to those with less at the end
of each period (...) but rather by ensuring the widespread
ownership of productive assets and human capital (...) at
the beginning of each period.”

Commenting on Rawls’ ideal society and relating it to educational
justice , Van Parijs (2004) says:

“From this perspective, an educational system that equips
all citizens with all they need not only to find a decently
paid job, but also to get along in the other aspects of their
lives, such as choosing a doctor, renting a flat or selecting
an internet provider, is of paramount importance.”

According to such views, which we share, income redistribution
should be employed to complement peoples’ income and to insure
them, but not as a permanent and sustained substitute for peoples’
use of their own personal skills. Moreover, as Roemer (1998) warns us,
redistribution mechanisms are not a panacea, for at least three rea-
sons: (i) tax-and-transfer mechanisms create its own inefficiencies, (ii)

19 Although there is a correlation between countries’ GDP per capita (evaluated at PPP
exchange rates) and their HDI, the rankings based on each of the measures do not nec-
essarily coincide. For example, in 2003, Sweden ranked 22nd in GDP per capita, while it
was 6th in the HDI ranking. South Africa, in turn, was 52nd in GDP per capita, but only

120th in terms of HDI.
20We will discuss Roemer’s theory more carefully in section 5
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individuals may derive self-esteem from working at more skilled jobs,
(iii) income taxation distributes money not only from advantaged to
disadvantaged types of individuals, but also from high-effort to low-
effort individuals (of similar types), which is ethically contentious.

The (factual) partial non-substitutability of income and educa-
tional outcomes suggests two interrelated implications. First, from an
ethical viewpoint, we cannot be sure that transferring money to disad-
vantaged people will be as good, for them and for their descendants,
as raising their skills. Second, from an efficiency viewpoint, it may
be wiser to make people less dependent upon transfers, which is all
the more important in the context of increasingly constrained welfare
states and of an aging population in rich Western countries, but also
for developing countries facing challenging trade-offs in the allocation
of their restricted budget.

4.2.2 Technical benefits

Educational outcomes can be an objective currency of justice. Thus
they can be measured (more accurately than utility and some kinds of
advantages such as ‘freedom’, ‘extended resources’, or ‘opportunity for
welfare’), and compared across individuals. Taking such currency of
justice saves us from the difficulties faced by cardinal welfarism, which
are related to measurement and interpersonal comparison of utilities,
but also from the narrow perspective offered by ordinal welfarism?!.
In a welfarist framework, weighing losses and gains of a given policy
is a potentially unfeasible task, since in actuality it is impossible to
compare across individuals subjective attributes such as utilities®2. In
an educationist approach, instead, it is possible to assess and compare
the scores of students in cognitive exams, to know more or less pre-
cisely the years of schooling or the highest schooling level attained, or
to obtain rough measures of other educational outcomes. Even what
we could interpret as the ‘ultimate educational outcome’, at least from
a strict economic perspective, namely, individuals’ earnings, is also a
measurable and comparable attribute.?> The difficulties related to
measuring attributes, and to comparing them across individuals do
not constitute obstacles in an educationist approach.

210rdinal welfarism has been proposed by the so-called New Welfare Economics, as-
suming away any possibility of interpersonal comparability, taking into account mainly

dominance (unanimity) results.

22Unless we impose further restrictive assumptions concerning the utility function, such

as the “representative consumer” assumption discussed in section 2.

23The difference between measuring income in an educationist approach and in a wel-
farist approach is that in the former we do not assume that income is a proxy for individ-
uals’ (subjective) welfare, but rather that it is merely an (objective) educational outcome.
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Another technical advantage of educationism is the potential flexi-
bility in the definition of which educational outcomes are to be chosen
as attributes of justice. At least in principle, many kinds of skills,
competencies and even by-products of the educational process can be
evaluated through an educational certification system. For example,
not only one’s literacy or numeracy skills can be assessed, but also,
say, one’s degree of ecological consciousness. The assessment can also
be extended to skills that are typically important in the present time,
such as the knowledge of English as a second language, or computer
literacy (Van Parijs, 2004). The bottom line is that by adopting an
educationist approach, we do not restrict ourselves a priori to attribut-
ing value only to academic achievements, but we are open to taking a
wide array of skills to which a given society decides to give priority.

The third and final technical advantage of using educational out-
comes relies on the fact that they can accommodate non-welfarist and
non-consequentialist concerns. It is acknowledged that traditional wel-
farist approaches have difficulties in taking into account non-welfarist
and /or non-consequentialist objectives such as freedom, emancipation
(e.g., of women or ethnic groups), self-respect and autonomy - except
to the extent that they impact a person’s utility function. Educational
achievements arguably contribute to the extent to which a person will
attain these objectives. While a minimal level of education is required
for a person to be minimally free, emancipated, autonomous and re-
spect herself, it is possible that a higher level of education could help
her to enlarge the extent to which these objectives are achievable (i.e.
enlarging individuals’ choice set).

4.2.3 Is educationism in conflict with macrojustice ob-
jectives?

We now raise three points supporting the idea that treating justice in
a segmented fashion (as opposed to a unified justice perspective) is
not necessarily a mistake.

The first point we would like to make is that segmenting justice
is not mecessarily harmful to macrojustice. One major drawback of
segmented justice, according to Kolm (2002), is the risk of incurring
in Pareto inefficient situations: “an equal allocation of each of sev-
eral goods is generally Pareto inefficient because people have different
tastes”. For example, individual A might prefer to have more edu-
cation and less health, whereas individual B might want exactly the
opposite, and the achievement of equality in health and education sep-
arately may be sub-optimal in the Pareto sense. Both Kolm (2002)
and Tobin (1970) believe this problem can be attenuated by partition-
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ing the bundle of consumption in the particular fields at stake between
those which are substitutable with other goods and those which are
not. For example, in health issues, the former could be represented
by drugs used for comfort, while the latter would be basic health care
needs that are used to keep one alive: “the case where health can
uncontroversially be considered in isolation is when it matters with
priority”. In the case of basic health needs, treating justice in health
as an autonomous separate entity is unlikely to produce (morally rel-
evant) Pareto inefficient allocations. The drugs used for comfort, in
turn, could arguably be dealt with within the framework of income
distribution, that is, as a general justice problem. Obvious analogues
in education are basic (compulsory) schooling which is not substi-
tutable with other goods, and post-compulsory education, which is
substitutable.?4

The technical requirements for justice to be segmented within John
Roemer’s framework have been analyzed by Calsamiglia (2004). She
points out that ensuring segmented justice is attained does not gener-
ally lead to macrojustice.?® However, she then shows that the problem
of global distributive justice (assumed to be Roemer’s equality of op-
portunity) can be solved by simultanesously solving a collection of
local mechanisms. She claims that: “a collection of local mechanisms
will decentralize the provision of equality of opportunity if it provides
local equality of rewards to effort (...). That is, the incentives individ-
uals are given should not depend on irrelevant characteristics”. With
regards to this chapter’s focus, the main point of Calsamiglia’s paper
is that she shows segmentation of justice is mot necessarily harmful
to the attainment of macrojustice. These results should ensure those
who are not convinced that an educationist approach is appropriate.

A second point we would like to raise is that people ordinarily think
i a ‘segmented way’, that is, they intuitively want justice to be made
in different sectors or aspects of life, and such concerns are not neces-
sarily irrational or wrong. Tobin (1970), for example, diagnoses that
widespread tolerance of Americans towards general inequality is “tem-
pered by a persistent and durable strain of (...) specific egalitarian-
ism” (author’s emphasis). While the economist may be ‘instinctively’
tempted to want to provide people with more cash income through tax-
and-transfers schemes, he claims that an economic rationale can also
be employed to acknowledge and justify that some particular kinds of
inequalities are more severe than others. He reminds us, for instance,
of economic models that have been warning us about the limits of

24We discuss how to partition the educational outcome bundle in sections 5 and 6.
25She uses the terms “local” (cf. Elster (1992)) and “global” distributive justice, respec-
tively.
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income redistribution, a result which paves the way for focusing at
distribution of specific goods.

Walzer (1983) goes even further. Not only he claims that people
are not necessarily wrong to think in a segmented way, but he also
defends it is indeed correct to do so. His seminal book published in
1983 contains a radical defense of segmentation of justice. Each sphere
of justice (education, health, labor market etc.) produces a different
kind of good, for different users, and the principles that should reg-
ulate the distribution of goods must be specific to each sphere. He
rejects a unified conception of justice, and believes that the only gen-
eral principle that has to be respected at the society’s level is that of
non-interference of one sphere into the other.

A third reason for not opposing segmented justice a priori is related
to feasibility and tractability. Fleurbaey (1996) says that “feasibility
is a practical value that is worth to be taken into account in the as-
sessment and in the definition of justice”. According to Kolm (2002),
attaining macrojustice might be a too difficult task, and so pursuing
justice in particular aspects or sectors may be a useful intermediary
strategy for ultimately driving a society towards a macrojustice situ-
ation. Although less ambitious than welfarists’, or Rawls’, or Sen’s,
wide-encompassing conceptions of (macro)justice, an educationist ap-
proach may be easier to handle in empirical studies and for policy-
related issues. And the same might be true for specific goods such as
health care, housing, inter alia.

Summing up, we can say that segmenting justice is not, in itself,
necessarily an irrational instinct or a misplaced reasoning. On the con-
trary, it may turn out to be a useful way of downgrading complex prob-
lems (e.g., achieving macrojustice) into simpler ones (e.g., achieving
justice in different spheres). Mesojustice objectives might make sense
as independent, autonomous, objectives. Alternatively, under partic-
ular technical conditions, or provided some appropriate partitions are
undertaken (i.e., between substitutable and non-substitutable goods),
segmenting justice objectives can even be compatible with a macro-
justice objective and/or Pareto-efficiency.

KKk

In this section 4.2 we claimed that education is a scarce and valu-
able asset, the distribution of which qualifies to become the object
of a normative scrutiny - treating educational justice as an indepen-
dent sphere of justice is thus recommendable. But, importantly, it is
actually possible to do so - we claimed educational outcomes possess
good properties as a currency of justice. Finally, we defended the view
that adopting an educationist perspective does not necessary imply a
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conflict with a macrojustice perspective.?6 Hereafter, we will assume
segmented justice is appropriate in the field of education, but first
some objections will be discussed.

4.3 Authoritative, paternalistic, and disrespect-
ful of peoples’ needs?

Serious objections can be raised against educationism. First of all,
objective attributes have their own problems, as mentioned in section
3, such as overlooking the diversity of human beings (e.g., people
might have different goals in terms of educational outcomes®”) and
assuming that all individuals can benefit equally from a given set of
the attribute (here, of educational outcomes), which is not necessarily
true. Related to that objection is the one that says educationism is
too paternalistic or not democratic, given that some third party (the
state, the scholar, the policymaker) decides, in the place of kids, that
education is valuable for them.

We believe these important objections can be partially neutralized
in three ways. Firstly, one can partition the schooling process in such
a way that the respect for human diversity is partially preserved. An
educationist policy-maker could state, for example, that society must
make sure that all citizens will attain a minimal level of educational
outcomes (e.g., finishing secondary school), whereas going beyond such
level is a personal choice, dictated by each person’s aspirations or
preferences (Fleurbaey, 1995; Trannoy, 1999).

Secondly, another partition can be designed which is possibly or-
thogonal to the first one: subdividing the subjects into a subset of
essential ones (say, mathematics, reading, and sciences, but also En-
glish and basic computer skills) and a subset of complementary ones
(all the remaining subjects). According to each society’s priorities,
the educationist policymaker would confine his interest to the essen-

26Tt should be clear that we did not try to make a full-fledged argument here in favor of
segmenting justice. Other people have already expended considerable efforts in this sense
- such as Walzer (1983), Elster (1992), Young (1994) - and such task is out of the scope
of this chapter. The point we wanted to make was a weaker one, namely, that segmented
justice might make sense.

2"In a backward region of a developing country, being capable of reading and writing
might be enough to lead a ‘fairly good life’, while in a highly developed country, holding
only that skill may not be enough even to find a low-paid job. Note that this problem is
related to different implications of educational outcomes. This issue will be addressed in
our discussion about the unit of reference in chapter 3. On the other hand, because of
differential levels of talent, two individuals might have different needs in terms of educa-
tional inputs (say, one type of kid needs to spend more time with the teacher than another
type), we address in section 5.
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tial subjects - those which every person needs in order to live well
in contemporary world - and ignore the other ones, which are not
of concern of educational justice, but regards the private sphere of
individuals.

Thirdly, these objections can be partially taken into account by
an adequate definition of the reference group or unit of analysis. It is
probably senseless to compare the education level of rural workers’ kids
in poor Brazil’s North-East with top executives’ kids in Manhattan.
However, comparing the educational achievements of middle class’ kids
in different neighborhoods in a given city, or different regions in a given
country, might be meaningful.

With appropriate partitions of the schooling process and an appro-
priate choice of the reference group, criticism on paternalism would
be confined to the initial levels of the schooling process and to the
essential subjects in the relevant unit of analysis. Initial levels of the
schooling process (for which the paternalistic critique would hold) are
essentially attended by kids, who cannot be considered as fully au-
tonomous citizens, capable of taking informed and rational decisions.
Children’s outcomes depend strongly on the behavior adopted, and
the decisions made, by their peers, parents, teachers and other school
staff, and the educational authorities (e.g., decisions concerning edu-
cation resource allocation). For these reasons, “consumer sovereignty”
should not be taken for granted in the schooling sector, and because
of that some degree of paternalism might be tolerated, and even rec-
ommended.

Moreover, the partition of the educational process into essential
and non-essential subjects neutralizes criticisms on the non-essential
subjects. The latter are taken to be substitutable, ordinary goods,
which means that each individual is absolutely free to decide which
amount he prefers to dispose of them. As for the essential subjects, it
is difficult to claim they are not of paramount importance, firstly per
se, and secondly as the ingredients for any other social goal people are
to attain in their lives. If this is true, it should not be a problem to
assume them to be non-substitutable. For these reasons, some degree
of paternalism can be justified.?

28Tt should be noticed that schooling systems, as they function now, with compulsory
attendance laws, are already paternalistic, and yet this fact is not contested to a great
extent.

27



5 Equality of educational opportuni-
ties

Having agreed that a vector of essential educational outcomes can be
taken as the currency of educational justice, we could turn to the stage
of scrutinizing possible aggregation and evaluation procedures, that is,
the second step mentioned in section 1. Concretely, it would consist of
a discussion about the normative bases and the implications derived
from the use of different SEFs. For example, we could investigate a
normative position which would recommend maximizing the total sum
of educational outcomes, regardless of the distribution of these out-
comes (analogous to a utilitarian SWF, but in the space of educational
outcomes). We could compare it with a an outcome-egalitarian one,
which would not give any importance to the total amount of education
in a given society, but only to the extent to which the distribution is
close to equality. Both could be compared with a maximin objective,
or with combinations of all these. To sum up, by the use of different
SEFs various normative views could be scrutinized.

Something else has to be done, though, before turning to that sec-
ond step in the analysis of distributions. Sen (1992) correctly warns
us that human diversity has to be taken into account in a consis-
tent analysis of justice - not only the diversity of observers mentioned
above, but also the diversity of the object itself. Indeed, pupils differ in
many senses: they have different preferences, beliefs and aspirations,
as we have already mentioned. They are also differentially endowed
in many dimensions: natural talent, social capital, family support,
access to school resources (monetary and non-monetary). They exert
different degrees of responsibility at school: some work hard; some
do not. Some choose to spend more years studying; some spend only
a few years. At the individual level, these features matter for the
production of individual educational outcomes; at the aggregate level,
they shape the distribution of educational outcomes of a given society.

Inequalities of outcome variables, such as educational outcomes,
are caused by acceptable factors (say, differential effort accomplished
by pupils) and unacceptable factors (say, differential capacity of par-
ents to help children at school). For a normative goal to be legitimate,
it has to take into account that while a fraction of the inequality
is morally justified, the remaining fraction is unjustified. What was
missing in our discussion until this moment was the inclusion in the
picture of some criterion that helped us drawing a frontier between
the acceptable and the unacceptable, otherwise the moral foundations
of any of the SEFs commented above would run the risk of being too
fragile. For example, it would be hard to justify on moral terms an
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objective function that recommended the maximization of educational
outcomes if the inequalities encountered in a given allocation of ed-
ucational outcomes were caused essentially by unacceptable factors.
It would also be difficult, in turn, to defend an outcome-egalitarian
objective function, if an hypothetical equal allocation of educational
outcomes were to be obtained as a result of educational policies which
induced high-performance pupils to exert less effort than they would
have exerted otherwise, in such a way that low-performance kids are
now able to reach high-performance kids?’.

At first sight, ‘intermediate’ SEFs - defined as those whose in-
equality aversion parameters are such that they are placed some-
where between the extreme cases, that is, the egalitarian and the
sum-maximizer SEFs - would constitute good compromises of ‘effi-
ciency’ and ‘equality’. But making such a statement is not enough for
providing a somewhat rigorous definition of educational justice.?°

To escape the limitations related to evaluating distributions only
in terms of outcomes (regardless of their causes) we need to condi-
tion the distribution of the attribute at stake in some sense in order
to, among the characteristics which lead individuals to obtain a given
educational outcome, to distinguish the acceptable from the unaccept-
able ones. We do not have the ambition to provide a precise criterion
on how to draw the cut that separates the acceptable inequalities
from the unacceptable inequalities in the educational sector, since this
would require another study. We prefer to work with a very general
and pluralistic demarcation, according to which inequalities due to
circumstances (what is out of control of the individual) are unaccept-
able, while inequalities due to choices made by the individual (what
is under control of the individual) are acceptable, cf. Roemer (1998).

5.1 Roemer’s EOp transposed to education

Let us now briefly present what we consider to be a fruitful framework
for providing some more structure to the general goal of equalizing
educational opportunities.

29Provided that the fraction of inequality caused by differential effort is acceptable.

30An approach which consists of obtaining an unresolved ‘trade-off’ as a result of a
reasoning or modeling procedure, is usual among economists.
are public economic models where there is an inequality aversion parameter defining an
‘equity-efficiency trade-off’, which is left to be solved by the (imaginary) social planner.
Rawls (1999) criticizes such an approach, which he labels “intuitionist”, on the grounds
that it does not try to give guidelines on what society should do. While we see the interest
of economists’ trade-offs, we believe it is important to take into account Rawls’s critique
and try to go beyond the ‘neutral’ position economists usually adopt. We tend to support
Rawls’ position when normative issues are being dealt with, as we do in this chapter.
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Equal-opportunity ethics (Roemer, 1998) maintains that differ-
ences in the degree to which individuals achieve the goal in question
that arise from their differential expenditure of effort are, morally
speaking, perfectly all right. The partition of causes into circum-
stances and effort (or autonomous choice) is the central move that
distinguishes Roemer’s EOp ethic from a strictly outcome-egalitarian
conception of educational justice. While the latter vision implicitly
holds the individual responsible for nothing, EOp emphasizes that an
individual has a claim against society only if he expended sufficiently
high effort. But EOp has also to be distinguished, on the other ex-
treme, from a merely aggregative normative position, which refrains
from inquiring about the causes leading individuals to attain certain
outcomes. Such a position implicitly attributes full responsibility to
the individuals, ignoring their circumstances.

Pupils vary in their propensity of attaining some goal (e.g. get a
certain score in maths), due to circumstances - such as their race, or
the socio-economic status of their parents. And the bedrock of the
EOp is to consider that they should not be held accountable for these
circumstances-related achievement differences. In order to equalize
opportunities for young people to acquire essential educational out-
comes, the schooling system should be organized in such a way that a
pupil’s score in, say maths, is a function only of his effort and not of
his circumstances.

Following Roemer (1998), we should divide pupils into types as-
suming that all pupils within a type face the same set of circumstances.
All the variation of educational outcomes (say, test scores) of pupils
within a given type would then be assumed to be caused by differ-
ential personal effort, and given that the amount of effort expended
is a choice made by the individuals, there should be no compensa-
tion for score inequalities within type. The across-type differentials,
in turn, would require compensation, since they would be assumed to
be caused by circumstances.

Putting together all the elements outlined in the previous sections
(namely, those which led us to defend the choice of essential educa-
tional outcomes as a relevant currency of justice) and this section’s
discussion (namely, the requirement of conditioning the evaluation of
outcomes on individuals’ circumstances and choices), we conclude that
a reasonable normative goal in terms of educational justice consists of
equalizing opportunities for achieving essential educational outcomes.
Inequalities due to circumstances should be avoided ex ante or com-
pensated for ex post, while inequalities due to choices should neither
be avoided, nor compensated for.

We now have to shift from an evaluation set whose attributes are
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unconditional educational outcomes, F;, to one whose attributes are
essential educational outcomes, EE; (or simply S;, for scores), condi-
tioned upon individuals’ circumstances, ¢;, and individuals’ choices or
responsibility r;, as we can see in Diagram 4.

Diagram 4. Educationist evaluation set: From
unconditional educational outcomes to conditional/essential
educational outcomes

Eq (S1|e,m)

En (Sn | Cnarn)

In addition to the definition of a precise currency of justice, we
can now also define the aggregation/evaluation procedure which will
be used in the following sections. Roemer (1998) defines the EOp
problem as follows: “to find the policy ¢ that maximizes the minimum
level of advantage [educational outcomes here|, across all types, of
individuals who expend the 7" degree of effort for their type.” The
associated objective function, adapted to our purposes, is:

1
max/ min S*(m; ") dr (1)
v Jo 1

where: t indicates the type to which the individual belongs, S is the
score function, 7 represents the within-type quantile, ¢ is the educa-
tion resource allocation policy.

5.2 Is it reasonable to hold pupils accountable
for their educational outcomes?

An important objection to the normative objective of equality of edu-
cational opportunity as we defined it consists of saying that the distinc-
tion between circumstances and choices is not relevant in education
(De Villé, 2003). After all, is it reasonable to hold pupils accountable
for their effort, given that they are not adults, but merely kids or
teenagers? Can we consider them to be fully able to take autonomous
and informed decisions? Can they be held totally accountable for
important choices they have to make in their schooling years (e.g.,
allocation of their time between leisure vs. studying)?

During a large fraction of their school lives, individuals cannot
be said to be perfect judges for what is good for themselves; kids
are possibly “economically myopic”, since they are unable to evaluate
all the future benefits that are made available if he or she acquires
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education in the present time, and they make choices according to
other, non-monetary, motivations, such as identification to their peers
group (Akerlof and Kranton, 2002). If we push the argument far
enough, we would conclude that circumstances account for virtually
all the variability of educational outcomes, that is, that all inequality
is unacceptable, which would amount to say that Roemer’s theory is
not necessary in this case - we could trivially conclude that the policy
objective must be one which consists of equalizing pupils’ scores (i.e.,
outcome-egalitarianism) or, alternatively, of maximizing scores of the
pupil with the lowest score (i.e., straight maximin function).

The objection makes some sense. Indeed a great part of inequalities
in educational outcomes could be attributed to circumstances. How-
ever, it is also true that a fraction of educational achievements can
be credited to the pupil itself, at least to those of a certain minimal
age. While it is clear that considering a 5 year-old pupil accountable
for his efforts is not reasonable, the claim loses strength when we are
talking about a 14-15 year-old youngster, who lives, and is being fur-
ther prepared to live, in societies where people are, at least partially,
held accountable for their acts (Trannoy, 1999). For his own (future)
benefit, he should be prepared to respond for his acts. Acquiring
knowledge and skills depends upon natural and social circumstances
(talent, quality of family support etc.), but it also requires personal
commitment and effort, and these variables can be considered to be
under control of the individual to a certain extent.

For the design of our proposal in section 6 we will seriously take this
objection into account and we will try to cope with it by attributing
to circumstances a weight which will be decreasing with age.

5.3 ‘All are circumstances’: Roemer converg-
ing to Rawls?

Rawls’s maximin rule is carefully justified as the outcome of a “veil
of ignorance” mental experiment and such rule takes efficiency into
account. However, maximin has been criticized for being too extreme,
since de facto only the situation of the worst-off individual is valued.
To respect the maximin rule, any resource surplus that might exist
must be allocated to the pupil whose performance is the worst, irre-
spectively of how large this surplus is and of how many people would
have to forego this surplus (Fleurbaey, 1996; Sen, 1992). Moreover
social priority is given to one individual (or group of individuals) re-
gardless of the responsibility he or she (they) has (have) exerted.

In the general case Roemer’s solution avoids the problem of “dic-
tatorship of the worst-off individual”, since its maximin runs across
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types and not simply across individuals. A priori, at each percentile a
different type can play the role of the ‘dictator’, a role which actually
is never played fully, given that the weight of each percentile in the
final averaging formula is only one percentile.

If a society believes circumstances fullt determine a pupil’s achieve-
ments (that is, ‘all are circumstances’) then each individual should be
treated as a type in Roemer’s objective function. In such case, the
definition of types would then be a degenerate one, and Roemer’s
objective function would collapse into a straight maximin objective
function (Roemer’s maximand converges to Rawls’ maximand.). The
associated score-EOp allocation rule would then require the maximiza-
tion of the scores of the pupil with the lowest performance - precisely,
a “dictatorship of the worst-off”.

Straight maximin objective would require decreasing the educa-
tional inputs allocated to other pupils and, consequently, their educa-
tional outcome. The reduction of inequalities that shall be obtained as
a result of the application of such allocation rule would probably lead
to a decrease in the average level of scores. This implication is a com-
mon critique of the maximin criterion, known as the “levelling down”
objection. If an important role is to be assigned to efficiency concerns,
it becomes more problematic to assume that circumstances account
for all the variability of educational outcomes, since the implication
could be an ex post pattern of lower average scores.

kkk

But what if it is a fact that ‘all are circumstances’? (That is, it is
not a matter of assuming or not). In such case even if a given society
is willing to erase educational inequalities for fairness reasons, doing
so might be extremely costly, not only because of large talent gaps, re-
quiring enormous investments to push up low-performing pupils, but
also because detailed information accounting for all relevant circum-
stances and choices may be difficult to gather (Trannoy, 2003). Al-
ternatively, a society may refrain from pursuing full equalization and
may decide to pursue, instead, some less costly compromise (partial
equalization).

In next section’s proposal, we embrace the idea of partial equal-
ization for some stages of the schooling process.
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6 A concrete proposal

6.1 Stating the proposal

Our proposal takes into account a series of aspects, some of which
were discussed through this chapter. Let us emphasize four important
elements:

e priority is given to essential skills in the definition of educational
justice,

e the sequential and cumulative nature of the schooling process is
taken into account,

e the fact that human capital is embodied in individuals and, as
such, cannot be transferred, is also considered,

e the fact that the main agents at issue here cannot be held fully
responsible for their outcomes is not ignored.

Roughly speaking, Roemer (1998) defends a policy which consists
of an across-types maximinning of the advantage at stake. It is a ‘one-
shot’ policy, supposed to be applicable to various settings. However,
we believe such an approach is not adequate for educational justice
issues, due to the fact that schooling is a long, cumulative, and se-
quential process. Suppose, for example, that a compensatory policy
is applied at the beginning, or in the course, of the schooling process,
such that a distribution of the outcome which verifies equality of edu-
cational opportunity (EEOp) is implemented (i.e., a maximin of scores
across types is obtained). It is not excluded that, for a number of rea-
sons (e.g., differential family support), unacceptable inequalities could
develop after that intervention, such that by the end of the schooling
process, an unfair distribution of scores would be observed. The goal
of equality of educational opportunities would not have been attained.

Suppose, instead, that the intervention takes place at the very
end of the process, say, when individuals are around twenty-two years
old. In this case, the intervention would have to take the form of
income redistribution, since individuals who are left behind cannot
easily catch up the winners of the ‘schooling race’ anymore (due to
the cumulative nature of education, the gap may be too wide), nor
are the former able to receive ‘skill transfers’ from the latter, given
that skills are embodied in the individuals. An income redistribution
policy has a number of drawbacks (it is remedial in nature and not
preventive as the provision of skills; income and education are not
perfect substitutes, with all the implications discussed in section 4,
and so on). Finally, an intervention which is made when individuals
are already adults does not really place itself within the limited scope
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we are assigning here to educational justice, but rather in the broader
scope of general justice or macrojustice.

Thus, ideally, an opportunity-egalitarian policy would consist of
continuous and extensive interventions®! in the schooling process in
order to make sure that outcomes which respect EEOp are achieved
at each moment.

Even if we leave aside the doubts concerning its feasibility, such a
continuous and extensive intervention scheme would not be desirable
for reasons outlined in section 5.3. For sure, it would be extremely
costly to gather information and implement compensations, for exam-
ple, every single year.But there are two more fundamental reasons for
being against such a continuous and extensive intervention scheme.
First, it is important for pupils to gradually become aware that they
are responsible and accountable for their own acts and choices (Tran-
noy, 1999). Second, not all the school subjects are essential - some of
them can be seen as substitutable, or luxury, goods. The extent of
the compensation needs not be the same when we are talking about
kids and when we are talking about young adults, just as it needs not
be the same when we are talking about essential versus non-essential
subjects. Thus the extent of the compensation shall not be constant,
but rather declining with the age (hence, the grade) of individuals.

We assume here that the ability to exert choice and responsibility
grows with the age of the individuals. This assumption is implicitly
accepted in many domains, for example, in determining that people
up to a certain age (typically 16 or 18) do not have, neither the right
to vote, nor full legal responsibility, while people above that age do
have both. We are also assuming here that the first years at school are
those which provide the individuals with the more essential skills (the
more general ones) one needs in order to lead a meaningful life, while
the last grades provide more specific skills, to be chosen by individuals
depending on their aspirations and preferences.

Our proposal is then to assess the extent to which EEOp is verified
at key stages of the schooling process, but adopting a gradually de-
clining degree of aversion to inequality. The assessment/policy scheme
that we propose is composed of four stages:

1. By the end of first half of primary school (say, when
pupils are around 10 years old): circumstances play a prominent role
in pupils’ performance and society does not wish to hold them ac-
countable for their fortunes and misfortunes. Compensation should
be extensive. Accordingly, the assessment should be quite intolerant

31‘Extensive’ should be understood here as being ambitious in terms of compensation
for unfair unfavorable circumstances.
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with regards to inequality.??

Policy: to apply Roemer’s algorithm with a great number
of types, tending to the pupil’s population size (t — n).
At the limit, this recommendation would be equivalent to
Rawls’ maximin, but in the space of educational outcomes
instead of primary goods.
max min S’ (7; ) (2)
v tm
where: t indicates the type to which the individual belongs,
S is the educational outcome (say, test scores), 7 represents
the within-type quantile, ¢ is the educational resource al-
location policy.

2. By the end of primary school (say, when pupils are around
14 years old): circumstances still play an important role in pupils’ per-
formance, but individuals are older and so they understand - if not,
they should start understanding - that they are partially responsible
for their schooling performance. Compensation should be less exten-
sive than in stage 1. That is, the assessment is more tolerant with
respect to inequality.

Policy: to apply Roemer’s algorithm employing a smaller
number of types (say, t ~ 10).

1
max/ min S*(m; ") dr (3)
v Jg 1

where: t =1,...,10.

3. By the end of high-school (say, when pupils are around
17 years old): circumstances certainly still play an important role in
pupils’ performance, but society attributes to individuals a further
degree of responsibility. Compensation should be less extensive than
in stage 2. The normative assessment becomes considerably more
tolerant with respect to inequality.

Policy: to apply Roemer’s algorithm with a small num-
ber of types (say, t ~ 5). The results of the assessment
undertaken at this point could serve as a guideline, for ex-
ample, to decide on what candidates should be admitted

32Tt should be noted that our proposal for this initial stage of the schooling process
is inspired by that of “equality of fundamental achievements” (in french: “égalisation de
réalisations fondamentales”), proposed by Fleurbaey (1995), inspired by the work of Sen
(various), and further developed for the educational sector by Trannoy (1999).
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to colleges. In the light of this assessment, some forms of
affirmative action may be legitimated, while others may
not.

4. By the end of college studies (say, when individuals are
around 22 years old): now the population is smaller, since we are talk-
ing about those individuals who made their way through the whole ed-
ucational system. Individuals are now already adults: circumstances
fade away, and responsibility takes the prominent role. The assess-
ment is insensitive to educational inequality, except to the restricted
extent of the Pigou-Dalton principle®3. A country (or a country’s re-
gion) can have its educational system evaluated and ranked exclusively
in terms of efficiency, by means of an aggregative SEF, since equity is
not of concern here anymore.

Policy: there is only one type (t = 1), that is, all individ-
uals are assumed to have the same circumstances. Merit
becomes the only relevant attribute, for examples, in the
decisions regarding the selection of graduate students, or
the allocation of candidates to jobs. The objective function
is similar to an utilitarian one (that is, only caring about
the sum total), but in the space of educational outcomes:

1
max/ St(m; ") dm (4)
v Jo

After the age of 22, injustices that might subsist are not under
the scope of educational justice anymore. Graduate students who, so
to speak, ‘stay on the educational system’, even after the age of 22,
have chosen to do so, based on their own (now assumed to be genuine,
sovereign) preferences - they are consuming a non-essential good, and
educational justice has nothing to say about that. The relevant sphere
of justice now becomes that of research or academia, a domain which
is to be regulated by its own rules and principles of justice. Most
individuals do not attend graduate schools, though; they rather go to
the job market, another realm which is supposed to be regulated by
its own criteria of justice.

More broadly, at the macrojustice, or general justice, level, society
may now have particular concerns for those individuals whose skill
levels are low, even with all the efforts of compensation made during
the schooling process. In this case, income redistribution becomes a

33The Pigou-Dalton could be roughly stated as follows: for a given “size of the cake”
(or “total human capital stock”) a less unequal distribution is preferred to a more unequal
distribution. In chapters 3 and 4, we shall discuss this property more extensively
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candidate for becoming an EOp instrument, along with specific so-
cial policies such as, say, programmes of education for adults, or the
assignment of other forms of assets (cf. section 6.4).

In any case, conditional /essential educational outcomes make sense
as the currency of educational justice only until a certain stage, which
we defined here at around the age 22 and the end of undergraduate.
After that, other currencies of justice become relevant for these indi-
viduals, either in specific spheres of justice (health-care status, housing
conditions etc.), or for general justice (income, assets, primary goods,
real freedom etc.).

6.2 An example: illiterate (lazy) pupils

To make clear the content of our proposal, let us discuss one concrete
example, namely: deciding on what policy to adopt whenever we find
out that some pupils are not capable of performing a certain task or
do not have a particular skill. For concreteness, let us assume that
although they do not have any serious mental handicap, such pupils
do not know how to read because they did not expend enough effort.
Let us also assume that since they are not able to read, they are placed
at the bottom percentile of the distribution of an essential educational
outcome (reading skills).

Now, according to our proposal, if some pupils are illiterate at the
age of 10, educational resources should be reallocated in such a way
that they are provided all the conditions to learn how to read. Given
that at this stage all are circumstances (hence: t — n), this large
social effort required to teach these pupils how to read is legitimate,
whatever the possible consequential decrease in resources assigned to
other pupils.

Let us imagine now there is a group of pupils who are illiterate
when they are 14 (or 17). We cannot say anything in terms of policy
without knowing how these pupils perform with respect to pupils of
other types who belong to the same percentile of within-type perfor-
mance. If illiteracy is also affecting pupils of other types, then no
particular effort should be undertaken in order to raise the achieve-
ments of the former. However, if illiteracy is a problem exclusively
affecting pupils of the former type (say, those whose parents are not
well-educated), then more resources will have to be allocated to those
pupils in order to raise their reading skills. Clearly, the relative per-
formance across-types matters a lot.

A third situation would consist of verifying illiteracy among in-
dividuals who are 22 or older. The educational policy prescription
would not call for any compensation for these individuals. At this
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stage, everybody belongs to the same type, so that those who are illit-
erate (and so belong to the bottom percentile of performance), made
the choice of not making efforts in order to learn how to read, and
they are deemed responsible for that. It is not society’s duty anymore
to make any further effort toward them.

6.3 Possible obstacles
6.3.1 What about cognitive handicaps?

What if some pupils do not know how to read, not because they chose
not to make efforts, but because they simply cannot learn how to read,
that is, their genetic endowment does not allow them to do so.

In our view, properly addressing this issue would lead us to a very
controversial discussion about how to define the types. As such, this
problem does not regard step 4 of our proposal: at that point, types
actually need not be defined, since all individuals (including handi-
capped) are assumed to belong to the same type as far as educational
policy is concerned. Other forms of compensation might intervene ex
post, beyond the educational system (cf. section 6.4), both if a person
is illiterate due to choice or to circumstances.

At step 1 (t — n), in turn, each individual is assumed to be a
type and a straight maximin function is the recommended aggregation
procedure. Our proposal pushes society to make all possible efforts
such that pupils learn how to read. Of course, budget constraints3?,
but also technological constraints must be respected. Not being able
to learn how to read can be understood as a technological constraint.3?

As for steps 2 and 3, an extreme solution would consist of creating
a type labeled ‘handicapped’ or ‘untalented’ and then including in this
category all individuals who cannot read due to some handicap. At
any given percentile of the distribution of score, individuals belonging

34Tn this chapter, we adopt a segmented-justice viewpoint and then try to spell out
normatively sensible rules for allocating educational resources, taking the issue of the size
of the educational budget as given. However, it is clear that deciding on the fraction of
the overall budget which should be devoted to education is also an important debate. We
believe it is a complex general-justice issue and, as such, should be dealt with in a larger
framework by philosophers, economists, and other social scientists interested in general
justice.

35Teaching each individual how to read implies a cost, which varies from individual
to individual. Then, due to efficiency and fairness concerns mentioned above (Sections
5.2 and 5.3), society will have to make a choice on the weight it will assign to teaching
individual(s) who have more difficulties in learning to read. Extremely high costs will
entail undesirable implications (both in terms of fairness and of efficiency), so a partial
compensation might be preferred.
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to this group would most probably be the worst-off when compared to
individuals of other groups, so that the recommended policy, according
to our proposal, for all individuals below 22 years old would consist of
allocating more resources to them. That situation would constitute a
‘dictatorship of the untalented’. Morally there is nothing wrong with
such a definition of types and with its implication. We would follow
Roemer on this topic: there is no problem if a democratic society
decides to give priority to handicapped, defining them as a type, and
allocating a considerable amount of educational resources.

However, another possibility seems to be more promising, which
consists of defining types according to other criteria, such as par-
ent’s education, ethnic origin, place of birth etc.. In this case, handi-
capped pupils will most probably find themselves among the worst-off
pupils within each type. Consequently, the optimal allocation of ed-
ucational resources will depend much more on other sections of the
performance distribution (where differential performance across types
will be found) than in the lower percentiles of effort. In such case, the
weight of cognitively handicapped in the determination of the optimal
policy will be lower than in the case where an ‘untalented’ type is
defined.

6.3.2 What if EEOp is not verified in previous steps?

Until this moment, we have been very optimistic with regards to the
effectiveness of the EEOp policies. Indeed, at each stage, we have im-
plicitly assumed that, through the application of Roemer’s algorithm
appropriately parameterized in each stage, it was possible, not only to
correctly identify the advantaged and the disadvantaged pupils, but
also to implement an effective compensation scheme, accounting for
all the unacceptable inequalities.

But what if the compensation is not extensive enough at some
point? Consider, for example, that a given cohort arrives at the age
of 22. If all went well in the previous stages in what regards EEOp
assessments and compensatory policies, then we could comfortably
be very tolerant with respect to performance inequalities at this age
and we could reasonably adopt the solution presented in our proposal,
that is, to consider that all the inequality is acceptable (hence, ¢t = 1
and SEF = an aggregative one). But what if we have doubts on
the effectiveness of the previous compensations? If there are reasons
to believe that no compensation at all has been performed, then it
makes sense to turn to the opposite extreme case, which consists of
fully compensating individuals, that is, to apply to individuals at the
age 22 the version of the algorithm we suggested for individuals at the
age of 10 (t — n and SEF = maximin).
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Trickier than these extreme situations (EEOp fully verified vs.
EEOp not verified at all), however, would be to decide about how to
set up our inequality aversion parameter in intermediate situations,
namely, in those cases where there are reasons to believe that EEOp
has been verified ‘to a certain extent’ in previous stages. If we face
these intermediate situations, we believe there are at least two possible
paths to explore, one of which involves shifting the number of types,
the other of which involves replacing the objective function.

1. To define an intermediate number of types (1 < ¢ < n) and then
apply Roemer’s algorithm. In other words, that would mean ap-
plying for 22 year-old students the policy we have recommended
for 14 and 17 year-old students. Such as a solution is the one
which is implicit in Roemer (1998: chapter 2), when he presents
his algorithm as a general one, of which the utilitarian and max-
imin are particular, extreme, cases.

2. To set t — n (at the limit, treating each individual as a type),
but then, instead of using a maximin aggregation function, to
employ some more general SEF, such as the usual CES functions
(Moreno-Ternero, 2005). In this case, some trade-off would be
left unresolved for the imaginary social planner in the form of an
inequality aversion parameter.3

These paths open interesting research possibilities. However, none
of these two alternatives seems to offer an adequate device for dealing
with situations in which one suspects EEOp has not been adequately
verified in previous stages. Too much room is left for the policy maker,
and a great amount of “intuition” is called upon. We would suggest,
instead, to insist on our proposal (even with potential imperfections),
combined with additional policies for young adults. These policies will
be briefly discussed in section 6.4.

6.3.3 How to deal with drop outs?

We have not made any comment so far on the possibility that pupils
drop out during the schooling process and on the implications this
occurrence might have on the normative assessment procedure we have
proposed.

36This path has been discussed by Moreno-Ternero (2005), who introduces an alternative
mechanism to implement Roemer’s EOp, but whose aim is not to maximin over some
advantage, but instead to minimize the inequality over such advantage, according to some
inequality index. Such mechanism is presented as a generalization of Roemer’s algorithm.
Furthermore, the author claims the mechanism he proposes is more in line even with

Roemer’s own intuition concerning EOp.
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We should distinguish two situations. First, suppose the proba-
bility of dropping out is orthogonal to the types. In this case, there
is no reason to fear that our proposal will be unfair. From a EEOp
viewpoint, if pupils decide to abandon the school and if the probabil-
ity of doing so is similar across types, then drop outs could be viewed
as those who choose to exert less effort within each type. Although
we may be in face of a serious social problem, this kind of dropping
out does not call for a compensation on the grounds of educational
fairness. Our proposal is not affected.

The second situation is one in which the probability of quitting
school increases with ages and, more importantly, that it is unevenly
distributed across types of pupils. Indeed, in some countries, pupils
who do not attain a given performance are retained by their teachers
and have to repeat the same grade. Typically, repeated failure dimin-
ishes a pupil’s prospects of finishing a given schooling stage and of
acquiring the respective certificate, and it also increases the opportu-
nity costs of staying at school. As a result, some pupils quit schools.
Does our proposal have to be abandoned in the face of this prob-
lem? After all, how can we be so tolerant with regards to inequality
at advanced stages of the schooling process if some pupils face more
risks than others at preliminary stages? We believe that the appro-
priateness of our proposal tends to be reinforced in the face of: (i) an
uneven distribution of the dropping-out probability across types, and
(ii) a positive correlation between age and dropping-out probability.
This is so especially because of the emphasis we assigned to compen-
sation at early stages. Intervening at an early stage (say, at 10) might
enhance the probability of staying at school since children from at-risk
types will be those who will benefit the most from the ambitious real-
locations we recommend for pupils of this age. The preventive nature
of this early and ambitious intervention is precisely what allows us to
be more tolerant with respect to performance inequality and dropouts
at later stages.

Lastly, we should say that we have assumed in this subsection
that compulsory education laws are indeed enforceable, an assump-
tion which is reasonable for developed countries. If this is the case,
dropping out is a phenomenon that will occur only at later stages of
the schooling process. And that attenuates the importance of drop-
ping out as an obstacle to our proposal. However, developing countries
might face difficulties in enforcing compulsory education laws. In that
case, reducing dropout rates becomes extremely important. We may
be tempted to believe that reducing dropout rates is a problem which
has to be dealt with priority, that is, that keeping pupils at school is
more important than deciding on how to distribute schooling inputs

42



among them. We believe, instead, that while specific policies aimed
at keeping pupils at school are undoubtedly important, there is no
reason why policy makers should not be preoccupied, simultaneously,
about educational distributive justice.

6.4 ‘Asset-based compensation’: a solution for
the remaining inequality of opportunities?

‘How to deal with children who are (seriously) cognitively handi-
capped’; ‘equality of educational opportunity not being verified in
previous stages’, and ‘dropouts being non-orthogonal to the types’.
Admittedly, these are three major obstacles to our proposal. However,
we believe they can be dealt with by a carefully designed educational
policy scheme that correctly identifies at-risk pupils and provides them
with adequate support and compensation.

But it seems to be clear that, however well-designed the scheme,
and however generous the redistribution of resources aimed at equal-
izing educational opportunities, unfair inequality of opportunities will
subsist (due to uncertainty, problems related to the implementation of
the EEOp compensation mechanism, lack of information etc.). Some
individuals will then arrive at adulthood facing a better life prospect
before them than others - and this gap cannot be credibly attributed
only to differential exercise of effort or responsibility.

In addition to that, some young adults may regret some decisions
they made when they were kids or teenagers and which eventually
led them to acquire a low level of educational achievement. Even if
in this case the gap can be attributed to differential responsibility,
society should still be concerned by the life prospects of these people
and be willing to give them, so to speak, “a second chance”.

An easy solution for us would be to say that the object of our
study is not equality of opportunity at the general level, and that our
proposal is sufficient to deal with equality of educational opportunity
- the issue at stake here - at a satisfactory level. This being said, it
is also logical to provide at least some rough intuition on the way we
believe equality of opportunity could be achieved after schooling. In
certain sense, what follows is how we believe our mesojustice proposal
can be combined with macrojustice theories.

Education, or human capital, is a form of asset for individuals.
Both for morally acceptable and for morally unacceptable reasons, at
early adulthood some individuals will have accumulated more of this
kind of asset, while some others will have accumulated less. On the one
hand, for the reasons explained before, it becomes impossible to re-
distribute this asset when individuals are, say, 22. On the other hand,
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while in principle it is possible to compensate this gap through income
redistribution, we know that, for a number of reasons, in practice this
is unfeasible (e.g., for efficiency concerns) and insufficient (e.g., given
that education, or human capital, has a value in itself, a value which
is not substitutable with other goods such as cash income).

If our aim is “not simply to assist those who lose out through
accident or misfortune (although this must be done), but instead to
put all citizens in a position to manage their own affairs and to take
part in social cooperation” (Rawls, 1999, p. xv), and the solution is
neither redistributing education, nor redistributing cash income, what
is alternative is left then? An interesting proposal has been advanced
by Le Grand (2003), who claims that we have to provide young adults
(especially those who are socially worst-off) with other kinds of assets,
such as financial capital, that will empower them to face life with
more opportunities than they would otherwise. He defends an “asset-
based egalitarianism”, according to which each individual has the right
to receive a capital grant - a “demogrant” - when he or she attains
adulthood (at age 18 or 21). The amount is expected to be invested
in some fruitful way - in higher education or to start paying for a
house or to start up a small business. The aims are to encourage all
individuals - even those with a low educational level or early dropouts
- to “take responsibility for their own lives” and to “develop from a
passive to an active citizen”.

We will not make any further comment about this proposal or
about similar ones, because such discussion goes beyond the scope
of our research objectives. We would just like to mention it as a
possible logical sequence of the EEOp proposal we have outlined in
this section 6. The point we want to make here is that, while the
first-best would be to implement EEOp according to our proposal,
whenever it is impossible to do so we would suggest to turn to some
kind of post-schooling second-best schemes that will act in the sense
of correcting the inequality of opportunities that were not erased by
the EEOp policies.

7 Conclusions

In this chapter, we have claimed that a reasonable normative goal in
terms of educational justice consists of equalizing opportunities for
achieving essential educational outcomes. The exposition has been
developed in four steps: firstly, we defended a shift from welfarism
to non-welfarism; secondly, we exposed some reasons in favor of an-
other shift, towards a specific justice perspective, which we labeled
‘educationism’; thirdly, we explained why and how we can adopt the

44



pragmatic normative criterion proposed by Roemer in an educationist
perspective; fourthly, we have outlined our proposal of a procedure
for the assessment of the degree of fairness of an educational system,
addressing some of its possible drawbacks.

As mentioned in the introduction, we wanted to provide a concep-
tual and a pragmatic description of educational justice. From trying to
accomplish this task, we think two main ‘results’, so to speak, emerge
from this chapter. First, on conceptual grounds, we made the case for
viewing the ‘educational optimum’ as one in which opportunities for
achieving essential educational outcomes are to be equalized.

The second result is related to assessment and, therefore, to pol-
icy making (the pragmatic aspect). This result materializes in the
proposal we have outlined in section 7. Such proposal is inspired by:

1. Sen (1992): in the choice of an equalisandum which is simulta-
neously a functioning (achievement) and a determinant of capa-
bilities (freedom set),

2. Fleurbaey (1995); Trannoy (1999): in the adaptation of their
“equality of fundamental achievements” proposal.

3. Roemer (1998): in strongly building upon his theory and in using
his algorithm,

We have tried to accommodate specific features of the educational
sector. We hope such proposal is, simultaneously, consistent with our
conceptual definition of educational justice, and applicable to real-
world problems and to available data sets.

In this chapter, we have focused our discussion on the first two of
the three main choices one has to make when evaluating distributions -
namely, on the focal variable or attribute; and on the aggregation and
evaluation procedure. The important topic of the reference group will
be taken up in the next two chapters, which are devoted to empirical
applications of the framework and the proposal outlined here.
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