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Making school pay 

Why Our Kids Don't Study: An 
Economist's Perspective. John D. 
Owen. Baltimore, MD, The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1995, 
136 pp., $29.95. 

High school graduates in the United 
States are academically among the most 
poorly prepared in the world. John D. 
Owen, in Why Our Kids Don't Study: 

An Economists Perspective, suggests 
that this situation can be explained as 
an economic phenomenon. Students 
are economic beings and, in their scho­
lastic behavior, respond to incentives, 
or the lack of them. 

Owen, an economist at Wayne State 
University in Detroit, uses the tools of 
labor economics to analyze shortfalls in 
student achievement. He has u·ied to 
reach beyond economists and other so­
cial scientists by avoiding mathematical 
analysis, graphs and charts, and fully 
explaining technical terms. The result is 
a highly readable book that will appeal 
to anyone concerned with problems in 
education in the United States. 

Owen briefly reviews the prevailing 
theories about why students do not 
study. Among the culprits are excessive 
exposure to television and popular mu­
sic; the notion that study is a challenge 
to youth self-esteem; and that adults 
place little value on studying and 
achievement. Although these factors 
may play a part in low academic achieve­
ment. the real explanation is that study­
ing does not pay, Owen writes. ln other 
words, students do not see economic 
returns from their academic effort. Stu­
dents generally may stay in high school 
with liule effort, and upon graduation, 
find their academic record counts for 
very liule in obtaining a job. In addi­
tion, colleges, particularly those that are 
not among the elite, may accept stu­
dents more on their ability to pay than 
on their academic record. As a result, 
the labor market does not adequately 
reward study and docs not provide 

needed incentives to achieve in school. 
Moreover, bias against academic 

achievement is a problem in the public 
school system, Owen writes. Institutions 
receive financial incentives for large en­
rollments, regardless of the quality of stu­
dents, and may even receive additional 
funds when achievement drops. He also 
cites studies that imply a societal bias 
against education for its own sake when 
education promotes appreciation of sub­
jects such as art and literature, or what is 
tenned "culture." 

Owen proposes to change the incen­
tives for students, teachers, and schools. 
Students would work harder if schools 
and employers improved the exchange 
of student academic information and 
employers used this infonnation in hir­
ing decisions. Hi! includes a role for 
Federal Government policies that could 
foster integration of school and work in 
work-study programs. 

National or regional examinations 
might encourage students. teachers, 
and schools to work harder if employ­
ers used the results of these exams in 
hiring decisions. Policies to encourage 
school choice would force schools to 
compete for students and students 
would compete for school admissions. 

Not everyone will agree with Owen's 
analysis of the problem or with his pro­
posals. but few would dispute the need 
for a better educated work force to raise 
U.S. productivity and allow corporations 
to belier compete in world markets. The 
findings and proposals in John Owen's 
book are valuable additions to the debate 
about educational reform. 
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Labor rights overseas 

Trade and Labor Standards: A Review 
of the Issues. Gary Fields, ed. Paris, 
OECD, 1995, $ 14. 35 pp. 

The decision last year by officials of 
the Organization for Economic Coop-

eration and Development to study trade 
and labor standards represented a break 
from the past. In April, the OECD, 

through the efforts of its two director­
ates covering trade and employment 
and labor issues, released the first prod­
uct. Trade and Labor Standards: A Re­

view of the Issues, edited by economist 
Gary Fields. The book aims 10 review 
the main issues of the debate on 
whether and how to promote labor 
rights internationally. 

The book's strongest feature is its 
analytical framework. It contends that 
certain labor regulations may reflect 
'·basic human rights in the workplace" 
to be honored in poor and rich coun­
tries alike. These include: 

• a prohibition on slavery;
• a responsibility to provide informa­

tion about unhealthy working con­
ditions;

• the right of children to not work;
long hours whenever family circum­
stances allow; and

• freedom of association.

Fields suggests that governments
seek international agreements on these 
rights. But he does not explain why the 
current International Labor Organiza­
tion Conventions on these issues are in­
adequate. 

Beyond these four rights, the book 
suggests that selling labor standards be 
left to individual countries. He criti­
cizes more ambitious efforts to coordi­
nate labor standards for being intrusive, 
patronizing, or protectionist. The book 
also faults national laws banning the 
import of prison-made goods despite in­
ternational trade rules that pennit such 
bans. Fields says that if prison inmates 
are forced to work, their output should 
be marketed in domestic and foreign 
markets. 

Another issue the book covers is 
whether legislation can "push up," or 
improve labor conditions. The author 
suggests that labor markets do not suf­
fer "market failure," and that, as a re­
sult, government's role should be mini-
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Standards: A Review of the Issues.






