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Abstract

In this paper we will look at a trade-off between quantity provision and quality
improvement in the ‘education sector’?, specifically in the Thai’s Education System. The
education sector plays a very significant role in the transformation of any economy by securing
economic and social progress and improving income distribution. It’s a key to the development
of all society and serves as an engine for economic development, centered on its quantity and
quality. In the economic growth literature, human capital theory highlights the importance of
education and training as the basic to participation in the Global Economy. In this Paper, we
will look at the trade-off by using the four pillar argument; Economic, Social, Cultural and
Political, so as to keep the analysis realistic and also to construct the proposition whether the
trade-off argument hold or not in the case of Thai’s Education system.
Keywords: Quantity, Quality, Efficiency, Trade-off, Merit goods

Introduction

Thailand has been trying to improve and reform its education system for decades. The
results of such reforms are improvement in quantity of education and educational
infrastructure. The current debate in the Thai education system is centered around the quantity
verses quality trade-off. The purpose of this Paper is to look at one of the highly debatable
issues in the Thai education system, which at first was centered on policy debates and later
became a part of academic debate. “Quality is at the heart of education. It influences what
students learn, how well they learn and what benefits they draw from their education”
(UNESCO, 2005). Quality of education ensures that students achieve decent learning outcomes

! Education sector/industry consists of schools, colleges, universities and various private
institutions.
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and acquire values and skills that help them play a positive role in their societies. Focusing
mostly on quantity reflect the political satisfaction of meeting demand in the economy, to meet
education for all commitment. This study will specifically look into the quantity versus quality
debate in the context of the Thai education system to explore the inefficiency and the resulting
welfare loss that arises due to the failure of the policy in the education front. Apart from that,
several measures and focus areas are looked at to improve the education system and make it as
an effective instrument for people’s empowerment in the globalized, competitive world. The
task is to highlight the inefficiency issue associated with the four pillars; economic, social,
cultural and political to look at the failure of the education policy framework.

The Economics of education is the study of economic issues relating to education,
including the demand for education and the financing and provision of education.

Socio-cultural approaches emphasize the interdependence of social and individual
processes in the co-construction of knowledge.

Political aspect looks at the stability of the policy aspect and determination aspect from
policy front.

We have utilized this four pillar approach and constructed the Education possibility
frontier for addressing the fallacy of a trade-off.

Quantity and quality; measurement and requirement for improvement

The question of “how much” resource to allocate between quantitative attainment and
qualitative improvement is not easy to establish because for the first one, measurement and
requirement criteria could be formed but for the latter, measurement and requirement criteria
is difficult to frame. In fact, the requirement criteria for quality are accepted to be country
specific.

Quiality of education is a complex concept, UNESCO (2005). All over the world there
is a growing agreement about the need to provide access to education of good quality, but there
IS much less agreement about what the term quality actually means in practice. The term
“quality education” varies dramatically from country to country depending on cultural and
economic priorities. This variability can make it challenging especially for developing nations
when trying to set educational policies that provide necessary specificity and guidance for
curricular and educational development. Despite the near universal agreement as to what
cognitive skills comprise, they are not entirely culturally neutral (UNESCO, 2005). Also, the
measurement criteria of quality are debatable on the grounds of rationality to standardize it
internationally. In the context of Thai’s education, to follow such standard quality criteria is
still debatable on the ground of purposiveness. The requirement is that there should be large
people participation and a long term action plan, given appropriate resource allocation.

The quantity models start with exclusive focus on inputs and outputs. The former is
associated with infrastructure that includes education buildings, sport grounds, computers per
student etc., as well as number of instructors, textbooks and other learning material availability.
The latter part of model includes enrolment, retention rate, and completion of a qualification.
The model then makes a gradual transition towards indicators such as gender ratios, age group,
per capita cost, tuition fees, internet penetration, broadband access, and cost, et al. This is
basically a movement towards the qualitative aspect of quantity. However, in our analysis we
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focus only on the starting aspect of the quantity model, as it is sufficient for our purpose of
analysis. The requirement criteria are financing and provision through resource allocation.

Theoretical consideration

In this section we have use one of the popular technigque of economics to look at a trade-
off aspect from the view of efficiency. Quantity is visualized only in terms of the input aspect,
whereas Quality is assumed to be measurable as a proxy of average test score in the Standard
test exams. The neoliberal discourse that Thailand adopted under the premise of education for
all after the Jomtien declaration in 1990 also saw Thailand adopting some of the international
assessment criteria like Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). TIMSS is an international
assessment of the knowledge of the mathematics and Science for the age group of 9/10 and
13/14 years around the world. It is done to compare students’ achievement across countries.
On the other hand, PISA is a study conducted by Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) to evaluate the performance of a 15-year-old student in reading,
mathematics, and science.

Firstly, consider the debate from the efficiency front for a given resource allocation to
look at the invalidity of a quality versus quantity trade-off. Let’s hypothesize the education
possibility frontier as the locus of combination of quality and quantity that is achievable for a
given resource allocation, assuming that quality is too measurable.

Quality is measured in a relative sense. For example - Suppose this year, average
student score is 5.5 out of 10 in standard tests. The government plan to enhance teaching skills
during the vacation for next year students. Once such a program is finished, it will involve a
certain cost (say 30 billion baht) for nationwide improvement in quality. For a given resource
allocation in the education sector the remaining amount will goes for teacher’s salary,
administrative and maintenance costs. The difference between last year and this year is that,
last year this amount was used to build schools and various infrastructure. This year they will
use this amount to improve quality. Last year the economy is at point- A, Quantity is high but
quality is low (Figure 1). This year, suppose test scores increases to 7.0 out of 10 and this test
score is close to standard test scores across countries. So the economy moves to point B, i.e.,
for same quantity last year, also for same resource allocation, quality is high.

To say that for a given resource allocation in the education sector there is a trade-off
implies that efficiency is achieve in terms of resource allocation. But, given the socio-cultural
hierarchal emphasis and political development in Thailand it is safe to assume that such
efficient allocation of resources in the education system is not achieved. As a result, for a given
resource allocation assuming efficiency point-B would be optimal, but due to inefficiency the
Thai education system in terms of quantity and quality achievement stands at point-A, (Figure
1). Thus, the extent of inefficiency in the Thai education system may lead us to conclude that
the trade-off does not exist.
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Quantity
A

» Quality

Figure 1 Hypothetical trade-off between quality and quantity of education

The argument that focuses largely on improving the education infrastructure and school
enrollment, ultimately leads to less trade-off in terms of quality achievement and is again based
on the argument that the education sector is on the frontier (Figure 2). But the large inefficiency
negates such possibility on theoretical grounds also, in spite of our simple assumption where
we assume quality to be measurable. Thus, to argue that for a given resource improving per
unit quality in the education sector involves less opportunity cost and therefore involves less
trade-off in terms of quantity turnout to be invalid arguments.

Let assume that the Education sector is on the frontier, arguing that once quantity is
achieved sufficiently, we can achieve larger quality gain by sacrificing little on quantity, for a
given resource and for an increase in resource we can gain larger quality gain per baht spent
for the given sufficiently high quantity is fallacious. Education is not a private good, it is a
merit good and with enhancement in resource, quantity factor will improve but this will not
guarantee improvement in the quality. For improvement in quality its required participation
from the point of view of socio-cultural aspect and has to be independent of political influence,
in other words it required large participation, as well as long-term directional blue print for
quality improvement.
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Quantity
A

Here the opportunity cost for each'ynit of quantity is a lot of guality, or a lot of quality

can be achieve by sacnficing few quantity.

» Quality
Figure 2 Hypothetical minimum opportunity cost fallacy

Secondly, consider the debate from the efficiency front in terms of marginal increase
in resource allocation to invalidate the argument of quality versus quantity trade-off. For a baht
increase in resource the trade-off between quality improvement and quantity attainment is ‘not
linear’'. This is because with enhancement in resource, quantity factor will improve but this
will not guarantee improvement in the quality. As mentioned, the feasibility and affordability
could be provided with resource enhancement but quality improvement is not guaranteed by
such a mechanism. It requires participation from the point of view of a socio-cultural aspect
and has to be independent of political influence. Thus, the incentive structure for such quality
improvement requires ‘large participation, as well as long-term blue print, combined together,
it initially required more resource’''; therefore, from the data front it might ‘reduce the
weightage of quantity achievement’''. But this view assumes that resource was drawn from a
pool of resource. However if we look at the allocated resource by the government to the
education sector, in 2003 it was 140 billion baht, which jumped to 350 billion baht in 2009 and
in 2012 reached nearly 460 billion baht (TDRI, 2013)" and in 2017-2018 it’s 510 million baht".
So, if something that could possibly hinder quantity achievement, given qualitative broader
initial hypothetical requirement, than it had to do more with inefficiency arising out of over
budget for some area including unnecessary expenditure.

Hypothetical evaluation of the lost opportunities year after year

The education budget allotment consists of teacher and staff salaries, administration
cost, subsidies to both public and private school as well as various universities, free schooling
and some miscellaneous. At a point in time major expenditure is given from this front, therefore
taking school enrollment as an indicator for quantitative achievement, 100 percent being
maximum, we draw figure - 3.Thus, for a unit increase in baht resource allocation at a point in
time may increase expenditure but major expenditure is likely to remain same for a year or two.
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Thus, the shift in the education possibility frontier may be biased towards quality, figure - 3.
However, the persistence of inefficiency not only affects the possibility of improving quality
but also raises the question for “the viability to maintain school enrollment rate at sustained
rate (Figure 4 and 5)"V.

Thus it is quite possible that, with the enhancement in resource, the yearly fluctuation
when looked at a point in time shows achievement to fall from point-A to point-B. Combining
this development years after years, where it reaches above, equal and sometime below point-
A, the enhancement in resource doesn’t even provide effective quantitative achievement.

Quantity
4

100

y Quality

Figure 3 Hypothetical evaluations of the lost opportunities year after year

Rational for strong government support, large participation and long-term plan

Education is widely considered as a merit goods. In case of goods that come under this
category, the ‘net private benefit’V! to the consumer is hard to establish at the point of use. This
is because, for example, pupils and students know the cost of study in terms of time spent but
the private benefits in terms of good score at various education level, future job, earning,
position and skills cannot possibly be accurately quantified. As a result, there is a failure of
information in terms of likely private benefits. On the other hand, the social benefit that results
from the consumption of education is not likely to be known at the point of consumption. For
example, students study hard depending upon their motivation and aim without considering
much about the external benefits that later others receive by one way or the other from him/her.
Therefore, it’s near to impossible to place value on these external benefits.

As discussed the consumption of merits goods, such as education, provides external
benefits, which is hard to quantify by an individual. In a free market, individuals only consume
quantity Q° but the social optimal level is QS, (Figure 6). This implies that in a free market
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merit goods would be under consumed because the consumer takes into account only benefits
accruing to him and ignores the positive externalities of such consumption. Market equilibrium
is at P and QP but the social optimal is at P* and QS, resulting in welfare loss equivalent to area
-W.

Cost, Benefit

Welfare loss

\ / Marginal Social Cost (MSC)

+ External Benefit

Marginal Social Benefit (MSB)

Marginal Private Benefit (MPB)

QF Qs Quantity

Figure 6 Merit goods; market determine outcome and welfare loss

Markets for merit goods frequently fail to allocate sufficient resources for the
production, resulting in the under supply of merits goods which in turn lead to welfare loss.
The basic understanding of economic suggests that, there are two remedies in this regard,
increase the price or reduce the cost of supply. The first one can be ruled out because an increase
in price improve supply but at the same time discourage demand. On the other hand, to reduce
cost government can provide subsidies in the free market. It can help achieve socially desirable
level of ‘student’s enrollment’V1! at Q5. The total subsidy required to achieve this is (5-S°)* QS.
Thus a subsidy of (S-S’) per student will achieve Q° where each student pay S’ and the
government pay (S-S’)
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Cost, Benefit

MSC

Government Subsi

L2 MSB

MPB

Q® Quantity

Figure 7 Government intervention in the merit goods market

Thinking beyond free market provision

Rather than providing subsidies, government should also take the responsibility of
supplying the socially desirable level of merit goods. This has been the case in Thailand and
many countries where government plays a strong role in providing affordable and feasible
education, for example consider the formal school system of Thailand, at all levels the share of
public institution is 81 percent in 2011 (Figure 8).

Percentage of students in the formal school system in public and private institution
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Source: Ministry of Education, Thailand (2011)

Figure 8 Percentage of Students in the Formal School System in Public and Private Institution

Page 8 of 14



Walailak Journal of Social Science https://s006.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/wjss

Also the strong role of government is essential to cover up the under supply aspect,
especially in the rural areas. Although private institutions consists of only a 20 percent share
in formal education in our example, but this is a substantial involvement in the education
provision. Thus, providing subsidies to private schools or vouchers to parents of weaker
sections thereby enabling the enrollment of students irrespective of their economic background
turn out to be an essential requirement for harmonizing the society and individual
interdependence from this front. This is not an easily said and done aspect as it requires
comprehensive planning along with administration for its continuation on a sustained basis.

Rationale for strong government support

In the merit goods analysis, we explore the possibility very narrowly considering only
a part of the quantity aspect of education. Here we look at incomplete information as the reason
for welfare loss. However if we consider the inputs and outputs aspect of quantity entirely and
incorporate the quality aspect of education then the inefficiency, that we discussed, combining
with incomplete information from individual perspective leads to much higher welfare loss
than depicted (Figure 6). In addition, the gender gap and other qualitative aspect of quantity
lead to even more welfare loss because for example in case of gender gap, female education
generates much higher external benefit than without it. This calls for an active role of the
government to hedge the education sector from welfare loss that arises due to incomplete
information and inefficiency. Apart from that, the rational for public funding of education is
also associated with market failure, for equity, balance regional development, apart from
already discussed aspects like accessibility and low cost provisions. As we had mentioned the
presence of private institutions in the education sector is considerable and pointed out that
subsidy or a voucher scheme could be followed. There is a good possibility of a public-private
partnership that could incorporate the voucher scheme, student loan and scholarship, facility of
infrastructure, private institutes with public management and public institutes with private
management et al. But considering this policy has to be done in the later part of the long-term
strategy because the first thing is to take care of inefficiency which in turn improves the
expected private net benefit and thereby reduces the welfare loss.

Rational for large participation

As discussed, the socio-cultural aspect is equally important as other pillars for sustained
quality improvement, but the way to incorporate it for education transformation must be
through participation at large. This is the essential requirement of democracy also. Democracy
is not merely a form of government. The saying “as the government, as the people” is more
true and relevant democracy then any in forms of government. But unless people are vigilant,
conscious of their rights and responsibilities, democracy has no meaning. Without an educated
citizen, democracy cannot be success and will fail to give its rich dividend. In Thailand,
democracy cannot take shape and spirit without a large participation and this is possible only
when education is accordingly reformed and re-oriented.
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Rational for long-term plan

For large participation, organization and management is essential to cover up the socio-
cultural aspect thereby provide possibility to explore the interdependence of society and
individual roles optimally, thus taking care of inefficiency, political influence, ‘competition
from the neighbor in the globalized world’™, social benefit, democracy rich dividend, market
failure, equity, regional imbalanced and estimated private benefits too for individuals. For this
long term plan is essential with prescribed roles for government, ministry, administrator,
teachers, and students. This is not possible only through broad guidelines for 5-10 years as has
been the case in Thailand, but the guideline should have proper understanding among
stakeholders with complement effect rather than deteriorating effect. By complement effect we
mean working mechanisms of all should be harmonious to each other and they should work
towards reducing deteriorating effect on each other role. For example- many teachers complaint
of over scrutiny on them to be unwarranted, therefore it is required to weaken the hierarchal
set up in favor of regular training and various skill development program year after year for
teachers so that they understand the requirement of education long-term goal in line with policy
perspective. Apart from that, general awareness of policy framework is also required to utilize
local wisdom, national wisdom and incorporates it to international knowledge. This and many
other aspects are required to be considered for each level of education and sub levels too to
make the education system an effective instrument for people’s empowerment in the globalized
competitive world.

Conclusions

In the context of the Thai education system the quality versus quantity debate is futile,
the validity of which is also questionable on the backdrop of inefficiency. My co-author
(Wachararasamee Saksuweemol Shaw) experience of attending one such meeting, about a
decade back, where the main debate was on the prosperous side and the same old discussions
related to deterioration of quality in terms of poor students performance both at national and
international assessment remains the main concern on the quality front.

We have discussed in our paper that one of the main problems to develop education
system is the stated and implemented differences in the objectives. The root cause of this
problem is the conflicts of interest among various important stakeholders. In spite of resource
allocation, which is considered sufficient to achieve education goals, the consequence of large
inefficiency is the reason for the continuous worsening of Thai students’ performance. To say
quality is worsening by just looking at the students score and compare it across time will not
leads us anywhere. The main cause is not only the tests pattern for such worsening
performance, but also the development in the last two decades or so, in which a number of
changes were made in the assessment of students without proper coordination for material
coverage, lack of teachers exposure to changes et al leads to such worsening of performance.
This possibility is not hard to visualize, but it remains far from academic and policy discussion!
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Endnotes
' As evident in Figure 1 and Figure 2, but explanation is provided here.

"The requirement of huge resource allocation initially is essential to provide organization
management and structure for large participation, as well as to maintain such participation at
sustain rate year after year. Also for long-term plan such as following a blue print, hedge too
required against political uncertainty and its involvement. Thus, the requirement from this front
involves extra resource but that can be partly done by reducing political unnecessary
involvement and partly by allocating increase in resource in the education budget.

'l In fact, a major portion of quantity achievement is superfluous and mostly politically driven
to gain popular vote.

W http://tdri.or.th/en/tdri-insight/education-system-ills-setting-up-future-failure/

v https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/1316451/b2-9-trillion-budget-approved-for-
fiscal-2018

Vi After the NEA, 1999 there had been improvement in enrollment rate but it was not sustainable
because of differences in stated and implemented objectives. Consider for example the school
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enrollment rate, primary as well as secondary. The primary school enrollment show
consecutive decline, though marginal for the period 2004-2009 (Figure 4). On the other hand,
improvement in secondary school enrollment was marginal year after year (Figure 5).

Gross enrollment ratio is the ratio of total enrollment, regardless of age, to the population of
the age group that officially corresponds to the level of education shown.

Net enrollment ratio is the ratio of children of official school age based on the International
Standard Classification of Education 1997 who are enrolled in school to the population of the
corresponding official school age.

School enrollment, primary (%)
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Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
Institute for Statistics.

Figure 4 School enrollment, primary (%)

Primary education provides children with basic reading, writing, and mathematics skills along
with an elementary understanding of such subjects as history, geography, natural science, social
science, art, and music.

School enrollment, secondary (%)

~ 79.21
100 6221 €3 : 97 '
50 74.05
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Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization...

Figure 5 School enrollment, secondary (%)

Secondary education completes the provision of basic education that began at the primary level,
and aims at laying the foundations for lifelong learning and human development, by offering
more subject- or skill-oriented instruction using teachers that are more specialized.

In the primary education at least 1-3 percent school enrollment are accounted for over aged or
under aged. In the secondary education at least 4-5 percent school enrollment are accounted
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for over aged or under aged. This basically indicates that students retention rate for over-aged
or under aged are higher.

Vil Net private benefit is the difference between the utility gained from consumption and private
cost.

Vil As mentioned, at a point in time major expenditure is given, therefore considering school
enrollment as an indicator for quantitative achievement we precede our analysis.

 This aspect has not been discussed but it is an important consideration for revamping
Thailand education system.
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