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Abstract

Overforty years the relationship between education and development has been analysed
using economic approaches. These analyses usually correlate educational variables such
as attainment, years of schooling, and public expenditure in education, with economic
outcomes (wage rates, growth output, etc.). Under these perspectives, economic
progress can be explained by the formation of human capital. However, because these
approaches use narrow concepts of development and they pay little attention to those
conditions thatinfluence education policies, they provide a limited account of the relation

between education and development.

This thesis seeks to broaden the reductionism derived from economic approaches to
analyse the relationship between education and development. In doing so, it applies
Amartya Sen’s concept of development and the human capabilities approach. These
theoretical propositions restore an integral dimension to the role of education within the

developmental processes.

By using three Mexican technological universities as case studies in different regions and
by developing seven functionings to evaluate the effects of education, this thesis shows
that university graduates have obtained personal and professional achievements. It was
also found that as instrumental freedoms vary, individuals® functionality does also. So,
the impacts of higher education can potentially be maximized if social opportunities and
economic facilities are generated simultaneously. Conversely, a lack of the means of

development will constrain educational endeavour.

Thus, the education provided by technological universities has helped individuals to gain
valuable functionality. However, development is far from being achieved since

instrumental freedoms have been missed. Education needs friendly conditions to

succeed.
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Introduction



Introduction

When the classical economist Adam Smith (1723-1790) observed that the abilities of
individuals significantly impacted on production, he never though that his ideas would be
widely disseminated over time. Smith’s considerations have inspired a vast literature and

complementary approaches to demonstrate that education and development are

inextricably linked.

Over the last forty years, the relationship between education and development has
usually been analysed through economic approaches. Correlations between educational
variables, (attainment, human capital formation, years of schooling, public expenditure)
with economic variables (earning, levels of employment and output growth) have shown
some evidence that economic advancement can be explained by human capital

formation. These approaches can be divided into two levels: Macro and micro.

The macro-level approach generally applies econometric models and uses the production
function to show a causal relationship between economic advancement and schooling.
In this sense, Theodore W. Schultz systematized Smith’s ideas, and pointed out that
national output can be explained by investment in human capital, since skills and
knowledge are a form of capital (Schultz 1961). Using the ideas of this author as a
foundation, functional interpretations have emerged introducing variations and noting
similarities and differences with the human capital theory principles. For example: “using
and producing ideas” (Romer 1992); “human capital and endogenous growth” (Tallman

and Wang 1993); “the knowledge-based economy” (OECD 1996a), “the knowledge

society” (Ruiz 1997) and so on.

The micro-level approach is a derivation of the former approach. Some analyses of the
micro level approach investigate the way in which education and economy should be

connected through Cost-Benefit Analyses (CBA) techniques. Once having argued that
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expenditure on education is a kind of investment, “one should be able to estimate the
rate of return to this investment” (Psacharopuolos in Meier 1995:322). So that the
economic impacts of education can be estimated by dividing the permanent annual
benefits stream due to education by the cost of obtaining such education (see
Psacharopuolos; 1981, 1985, 1987, 1994, 1995). The results of these divisions are the
rates of retumn to investment in education (ROREs). These estimates have been
commonly used by economists of international organizations, policy makers, educational
planners, etc., to allocate public funds efficiently to different levels of education or types

of leaming (Psacharopuclos 1994, 1995; Lacher 1998).

Education for human development (DFID 1998, Watkins, 2000) can be also regarded as
another micro-level approach since it focusses, in the first instance, on human
capabilities or on qualitative issues, rather than on national outcomes, to show the effects
of learning. Despite its relevance for the field of education, this humanistic perspective

lacks empirical support.

Macro level and some of the micro level approaches (ROREs) focus on national output,
or on labour market outcomes, to argue that education encourages development.
However these perspectives limit a broader understanding. They fail to take two factors
into account: firstly, the qualitative effects of education and secondly, the limited role of

the education endeavour to overcome structural deprivations.

Even though monetary benefits are important indicators of how people can thrive thanks
to their expertise, economic results represent only a part of the picture concerning the

relationship between education and development.

I. The statement of the problem

Following the economic idea that education precipitates developmental processes,

governments of advanced and less advanced countries have allocated massive

-2-



resources to the educational sector. Moreover, they expect to grow social and
economically by improving educational attainment. But, paradoxically, unemployment
rates among educated people increase, real wages fall, informal work expands; bigger
economic disparities emerge, and thus inequality and poverty cannot be eradicated

through the formation of human capital.
This thesis argues that economic approaches possess limitations because:

> If the relationship between education and development is considered uniquely as
a positive and direct one, then this approach will tend to overlook contextual

factors that also influence the learning process.

S In believing that education is a powerful force capable of moving a nation from
one economic stage to another, there is a risk of overstating the effects of

education. That is, education could be regarded as a panacea.

> When education is considered as a factor of production, it is common to overlook
the simple - but important - fact that skills and abilities are embedded in human

beings rather than in physical capital (Bowles 1977).

> Focusing on employment variables to explain the impact of education on
economic growth, leads us to reduce human beings to actors with a unique role
in life: that of workers; and we should understand human beings in a broader way

(Sen 1999).

> Although economic approaches consider education as an independent variable
of economic progress, schooling appears to be subordinated factor to the

demands of the productive sector. As a result of this contradiction, political

discourse becomes confusing.
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and employment, manpower planning, the knowledge-based economy, the retumns to
investment in education (RORESs) and education for human development are put under
discussion in this chapter. It underlines the limited capacity of economic approaches to
explain adequately the relationship between education and development, though human

development seems to fill this gap.

Chapter 2 presents a discussion about the relationship between education and
development in Mexico. By contrasting national statistics with theoretical approaches, it
can be said that connecting knowledge with development is more complex than
expected. While educational attainment has considerably increased, unemploymentrates
among educated people are also going up. This kind of paradoxes lead us to reflect on

education and development more widely.

In order to achieve this broad understanding, chapter 3 proposes a research design
based on three methods. Firstly, three Technological Universities (hereafter referred as
UTs) will be selected as case-studies under the regional and operational criteria. This
method is helpful for examining the general idea of “education for development” but by
focussing on particular contexts. Secondly, a combination of research techniques
(documentary analyses, questionaries and semi-structured interviews) is suggested.
Questionnaires will be sent to a random sample of employed and unemployed graduates
in order to obtain a “broad picture” of their socioeconomic situation. In contrast, interviews
will be conducted with a non-probabilistic sample of graduates, employers of the three
regions and civil servants. This qualitative method of enquiry aims at extending the
information gathered through questionary as the pilot study showed this data collection
to be limited for investigating people’s capabilities. Thirdly, a comparative approach
serves to identify under what conditions education could be more effective in the pursuit
of development. This methodology is integrated with human capabilities approach which

is described in chapter 4. Here, Amartya Sen’s concept of development and human
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capabilities approach are explained. Following Sen’s ideas, it proposes to evaluate the
effects of education through the functionality of individuals. So, seven functionings (four
personal and three professional) were developed. In order to broaden the perspective of
education and development, this chapter also suggests to put attention in the

“instrumental freedoms”.

To contextualise the case-studies into the idea of education for development, Chapter
5 presents the technical and social justifications for creating the Mexican technological
universities. It explains the reasons why UTs are considered, by the Mexican government,
as a development-oriented model of higher education. Moreover, a general overview of
the demographic, economic and educational conditions of each zone analysed is
provided. This sets a basis for incorporating into studies of education and development

the way in which individual agency and the particular contexts complement each other.

But, once having described the foundations of the UTs, it is necessary to examine them
through empirical research. Chapter 6 presents the opinions of the directive staff of each
university as well as the General Co-ordinator of the UTs on five key issues: (a) the role
of the UT as booster of development, (b) the pursuit of equity through short careers, (c)
the structural socioeconomic problems, (d) the relevance of education as a main attribute
of the UT model and, (e) the partnership of the UT with the industry. Here, different
definitions of development will be given as well as a narrow use of the term: The

relevance of education. An alternative interpretation is given.

Chapter 7 presents the results obtained through questionnaires. It is divided into four
parts. The first gives the characteristics of the respondents from the UTs. The second
part shows the expectations and aspirations of the University Technicians (henceforth
referred as TSUs). Here, it is interesting to note that UTs have set a sound basis for
making valuable personal and professional achievements. The third part presents the

socioeconomic backgrounds of the UT graduates, highlighting variations in each region.
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The last part analyses a key issue: employment and unemployment among the UT
graduates. Changes over time in occupations and wage levels can be corroborated. This
partis crucial for the determination of the extent to which education provided by UTs can

help people in enhancing their capabilities.

Taking into account the results of both quantitative and qualitative analyses, chapter 8
presents the case of the UT of Neza. This chapter stresses the personal and professional
achievements gained by young people. However, it is difficult to say that development
was caused by the UT’s creation, since structural factors significantly influence the
functionality of individuals. Special attention is paid to identify these “unfreedoms”. A
similar claim is made in chapter 9 which presents the case of the UT of Tula. But here,
sadly, interlinked systems of structural problems have had larger impact on educational
endeavour. This argument is supported by contrasting, in chapter 10, these previous
cases with Aguascalientes’. In this region the opportunities set is wider and thus a
greater expansion of human capabilities can be more easily attained. These findings
pave the way the conclusion that the effects of education can be maximized if the means
of development are simultaneously generated. Contrary to this, a lack of economic

facilities and social opportunities will undoubtedly restrain educational endeavour.

Thus, the education provided by Mexican technological universities has helped human
beings to achieve valuable personal and professional functionality. However,

development is far from being achieved since instrumental freedoms have been missed.















a rich endowment of natural resources is not necessary in developing a modern
economy” (Schultz, 1971: 2). These observations were used by economists such as Gary
Becker and Theodore W. Schultz to argue that "skills and knowledge are a form of capital
which has grown in Western societies at a much faster rate than conventional
(nonhuman) capital, and that its growth may well be the most distinctive feature of the

economic system" (Schultz, 1961:1). Human capital theory can be defined as follows:

The concept of human capital refers to the fact that human beings invest in
themselves, by means of education, training, or other activities, which raises their
future income by increasing their lifetime earnings. Economists use the term
‘investment' to refer to expenditures on assets which will produce income in the
future, and contrast investment expenditure with consumption, which produces
immediate satisfaction or benefits, but does not create future income. (Woodhall,
1997 219).

The “investment in human capital" approach became a "powerful influence on the
analysis of labour markets, wage determination and other branches of economics, such
as the analysis of economic growth" (Woodhall, 1997:219). As we can see, education
benefits are valued merely through labour market outcomes. This is a limited vision of
education since there may be non-economic benefits that may also significantly enhance
people’s lives. Moreover, assuming that, as a person acquires knowledge he or she will
become more productive and earn more, ignores the complexities of the labour market.
“Job prospects have been bleak for recent graduates in most areas of the world in the

1990s”, says Teichler (1998;6).

As a result of increasing rates of unemployment among educated people, bigger
disparities in income distribution, and low economic growth despite heavy investments
in education and training in the 1970s, "the faith in educational investment as an engine
of development began to decline” (Little 1992:2). Griffith explains this “loss of faith”

because the contribution of education to economic development,
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Table 7.10. Were you born in this state?

UTN uUtT UTA
Yes 177 142 60
39.25% 80% 67%
No, where were you born? 267 33 27
59.20% 19% 30%
No answer 7 2 2
1.55% 1% 3%
Total 451 177 89
100.00% 100% 100%

As we can see, 60 of UTN’s graduates were not born in the State of Mexico. This
demonstrates that Nezais, indeed, areceptacle municipality. The majority of respondents
(75%) were bomn in Mexico City and the rest in other states such as Oaxaca, Guerrero,

Hidalgo and Veracruz.

On the other hand, the majority of the UTT and UTA graduates were locals (80% and
67%). Both universities, especially Tula, have a low proportion of immigrants (19%)
compared with that of the UTN (30%). These percentages show similarities with their
migration state balance. For example, Hidalgo is not an attractive region for people from
otherregions, while Aguascalientes, as noted above, gains more people through regional

movements than it loses.

Table 7.11 shows the propensity to migrate of Tula’s graduates. This raises several

challenges in terms of social policy.

Table 7.11. What are your expectations in the short term (a year)?

UTN utT UTA
a. To open a business. 116 40 24
25.7% 23% 27%
b. To move to a different city 34 24 0
7.5% 14% 0%
c¢. To emigrate and work in a foreign 43 16 4
country 9.5% 9% 4%
continues...
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UTN utrr UTA

d. To be devoted to teaching and research 53 18 9
11.7% 10% 10%

e. Don't know 41 18 9
9% 10% 10%

f. Other (specify) 103 35 28
22.8% 20% 31%

No answer 61 26 15
13.5% 15% 17%

Total 451 177 89
100% 100% 100%

Although the highest percentages were registered in the options “a” and “f", it is clear that
migration was an aim expressed by the UTT’s graduates (see answers “b” and “c").
These results coincide well with Todaro’s viewpoint. He argues that there is “a
relationship between the educational attainment of an individual and his or her propensity
to migrate from rural to urban areas” (1994:384). Migration movements can act as a
backward force in the relationship between education and development. How can a
region perform well in economic and social terms if its educated population leaves the
locality? It seems that supplementary conditions are required set up a virtuous cycle
between schooling and the economy. Interestingly, in the prosperous state of

Aguascalientes nobody considered moving from the region to a different city (option b).

The labour market conditions are strongly related to migration. For this reason and due
to its importance in the study of education and development, employment deserves

another section.

IV. Employment and unemployment. The TSUs" experience

According to some human capital critics (Alpin, et.al 1998; Diaz-Barriga 1995; and
Livingstone, 1999) no matter how much educational attainment is held by an individual

entering the labour market, what is also crucial are the informal contacts, social life and
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cultural values of the person seeking employment. So, if the relationship between
education and the labour market is controversial, there is also reason to doubt the causal
and positive relation between schooling and development. Therefore, this section
examines how the education provided by the UTs facilitates access to the world of work

and how individuals can attain further achievements by being employed.

A. Employment. A basis for expanding people’s capabilities.

Since the UT model is committed to educating individuals for intermediate occupations
in the organisations” hierarchy, the next question is an attempt to assess whether or not

TSUs have found a suitable occupation.

Table 7.12. Level of employment among graduates

UTN UTT UTA
Working in a formal 370 138 75
job 82.04% 78% 84%
No working 81 39 14
17.96% 22% 16%
Total 451 177 89
100% 100% 100%

A relevant point for our discussion is to note the high proportion of employed graduates
in the three universities (UTN=82%; UTT=78% and UTA=84%). We can note similar
percentages of employment and unemployment between the UTN and the UTA, whilst
the UTT s percentages differ slightly. Although UT graduates in the three zones are well
accepted by companies in employment terms, rough data says little about their job

conditions (e.g. payment, satisfaction, etc.).

Another variable to partially corroborate the relevance of the UT model within each region
is the duration of graduates” access to the world of work. Table 7.13 shows that UT

graduates spend little time jobless.
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Table 7.13. For how long did you look for a job after your studies at UT?
UTN utT UTA

a. Less than a month 146 46 38
39.46% 33% 51%

b. Between one and three months 98 38 13
26.49% 28% 17%

c. Between three months and six months 53 25 6
14.32% 18% 8%

d. Between six months and a year 25 7 2
6.76% 5% 3%

e. More than a year 14 3 2
3.78% 2% 3%

f. | was working before [ finished my studies 33 18 14
at the UT 8.92% 13% 198%
No answer 1 1 0
27% 1% 0%

Total 370 138 75
100% 100% 100%

Over 60% of employed graduates in the three UTs found a job in less than four months,
which is considered by the CGUT as a normal performance among all the UTs (in
UTN, 1999). This fact should not be overlooked since university entrants come from the
most disadvantaged groups of the population and to have a job can make the difference

between a deprived life and one of greater opportunities.

In Aguascalientes, half the of UT’s graduates attained a job in less than a month which
is the highest proportion (51%) among the three UTs analysed. To support this, a study
carried out by the UTA showed that 67% of the UTA’s graduates considered that it had
not been difficult to find their current job, while only 9% asserted that was too difficult
(UTA, 1999). This may be explained as a consequence of Aguascalientes’ economic
performance. Therefore, it may be expected that graduates are more likely to meet their

aspirations than those of Tula or Neza.

It is worth commenting that the UT model offers mechanisms to help students attain a job

quickly. One of these mechanisms is compulsory placements (estadias) that have to be
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taken once the curriculum has been covered. Apart from these efforts, the TSUs have
also attained their jobs through other means which are not precisely related to their

academic qualifications (see Table 7.14).

Table 7.14. How did you hear about the job?
UTN utT UTA

a. Through newspapers 66 8 10
17.84% 6% 13%

b. Informal contacts (e.g. relatives, 190 57 33
friends, teachers, etc.) 51.35% 41% 44%
¢. Through the UT itself 69 58 25
Placement___Career service, 18.65% 42% 33%

d. Other 30 11 6
8.11% 8% 8%

No answer | 15 4 1
4.05% 3% 1%

Total 370 138 75
100% 100% 100%

The bulk of graduates in the UTN (51%) and the UTA (44%) were employed with the help
of informal contacts such as friends, relatives, teachers, etc. These results confirm what
human capital critics have argued: the level of educational attainment matters less than

social factors in obtaining a job.

With respect to the UTT's graduates, a slight majority of graduates got their current job
through university mechanisms such as placements and career services. In this respect,
| should say that | observed plausible efforts made by the UT’s authorities to establish
strong links between technological education and the productive sector. Taking into
account that Tula is the most deprived region, itis quite remarkable that 42 graduates out
of 100 have found positions through the job-searching strategies designed by the UT.

These kind of services show that to enhance people’s lives, institutions are crucial.

Analysing the job occupations in which TSUs are employed sets down another basis for

evaluating the UT performance. The first job destination of the UTs’ graduates did not
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vary significantly by region (see Table 7.15). A significant proportion of TSUs began work
as administrative assistants and as qualified technicians. However, a remarkable
similarity can be distinguished between the UTT and the UTA where 38% and 37% of
their graduates, respectively, gotan administrative position after studying. Thisis relevant
since the UT model is apparently committed to forming technically trained people. It is
also important to highlight the low proportion of UTA graduates who started work as
qualified technicians (20%). This proportion is equal to that of foremen (21%), which

represented the highest of these positions among the three samples of graduates.

Table 7.15. Graduates’s first job destination

UTN UtT UTA
a. Qualified workman 8 6 2
2.16% 4% 3%
b. Administrative assistant 113 52 28
30.54% 38% 37%
¢. Director or manager 7 1 3
1.89% 1% 4%
d. Qualified technician 118 45 15
31.89% 33% 20%
e. Owner of your business 3 0 1
0.81% 0% 1%
f. Foreman 39 15 16
10.54% 11% 21%
g. Other (specify) 74 17 10
20% 12% 13%
No answer 8 2 0
2.16% 1% 0%
Total 370 138 75
100% 100% 100%

Few graduates started work as owners of their own business so they became job seekers
after technological training. This trend was not reversed through time since percentage
changes between the first job and current positions did not vary significantly (see charts

7.7, 7.8 and 7.9).

-176-



It is worth noting that through the question shown above and my observations, a vast
range of titles were attached to employment positions. There were innumerable names
given to specific occupations even though they did not differ in practical activities. For this
reason the percentage of the option “other” is relatively high (UTN=20%, UTT=12%,
UTA=13%). It was also observed that labelling job positions says little about the

application of the knowledge provided by the UT.

Having analysed the employment level of UT graduates, it is important to determine their
wage rates. So, let us tumn the discussion toward economic factors. How much were UT

graduates earning in their first job? The answer is addressed in Table 7.16.

Table 7.16. Levels of earning in graduates” first job per month
UTN utT UTA

a. Less than the Minimum Salary (MS) 12 6 3
3.24% 4% 4%

b. Between one to three times the MS 184 77 39
49.73% 56% 52%

¢. Between three to five times the MS 120 40 24
32.43% 29% 32%

d. Between ﬁve to seven times the MS 36 9 7
9.73% 7% 9%

e. . Between seven to nine times the MS 11 2 0
2.97% 1% 0%

f. More than nine times the MS 3 0 0
0.81% 0% 0%

No answer 4 4 2
1.08% 3% 3%

Total 370 138 75

_ 100.00% 100%  100% |

As we can see, the majority of graduates from the three universities did not earn high
salaries at the beginning of their working life. The bulk of earners were concentrated in
the mid-low income group (*b”), s0 50% of UTN graduates interviewed earned between

one and three times the minimum salary, while at the UTT and the UTA, these

proportions were 56% and 52%, respectively
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To understand how people can thrive with their acquired knowledge, the next part

explores how graduates’ positions have changed over time.

1. Changes over time in occupations.

By means of analysis over time, is possible to see whether or not graduates have

changed their occupations and, what is more important, whether they have improved their

incomes over time. The next table suggests that important variations in job position have

been experienced by TSUs.

Table 7.17. Current job position hold by graduates

UTN UTT UTA
a. Qualified workman 3 3 0
0.8% 2% 0%
b. Administrative assistant 86 43 26
23.24% 31% 35%
¢. Director or manager 21 2 7
5.68% 1% 9%
d. Qualified technician 79 37 16
21.35% 27% 21%
e. Owner of your business 5 1 2
1.35% 1% 3%
f. Foreman 57 17 9
15.41% 12% 12%
g. Qther 83 25 12
22.43% 18% 16%
No answer 36 10 3
9.73% 7% 4%
Total 370 138 75
100% 100% 100%

It is worth emphasising that these three UTs are not forming professionals for “blue collar”

jobs commonly occupied by workmen, nor for “white collar’ positions (directors or

managers). The bulk of TSUs are concentrated in intermediate positions as the SEP

expected (see SEP, 1991 and Reséndiz, 1998)
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The number of administrative positions decreased in the three universities in relative
terms from their first position to the most recent. At the UTN it fell from 30% to 23%, at
the UTT from 38% to 31%, and at the UTA from 37% to 35%. Unlike the UTN and the

UTT, the UTA showed a slight drop of two points in relative terms.

On the other hand, the percentage of qualified technician positions went up through time
only at the UTA (from 20% to 21%), while at the UTN and the UTT, there was a fall from

32% to 23% and 33% to 27%, respectively.

Foremen occupations decreased significantly at the UTA through time (from21% to 12%)
contrary to the modest growth both at the UTN (11% to 15%) and the UTT (11% to 12%).
These findings should be analysed in conjunction with the variations in income level in

order to have a complete picture of the professional trajectory of UT graduates over time.

It is worth noting an increase of four and five points in relative terms of “white collar
positions” (director or manager) at the UTN and the UTA, respectively. But in the former
this can be attributed to the closeness of the UTN to Mexico City. Indeed, the majority of
the UTN graduates interviewed who were employed in “high” positions were working in
the largest city in the world. It is worth noting that these type of positions are scarce
among UTT graduates. In Tula these occupations remained steady over time, thus it can
be argued that to move up towards the top labour positions seems more difficult than in

Neza or Aguascalientes.

An argument outlined in this research is that education development-oriented policies
have rarely distinguished between what an educated person can do (human agency) or
can be thanks to knowledge acquisition, and what opportunities exist within the macro-
economic context. So, it is necessary to analyse the “supportive or complementary

conditions that must prevail for education to be successful” (Levin and Kelley, 1997:240).
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With the aim of exploring these conditions, Table 7.18 shows the reasons given by

graduates themselves for attaining a job.

Table 7.18. Reasons for obtaining a job¥

UTN UtT UTA
a. Employment opportunities in the state 26 12 7
7% 9% 9%
b. The TSU diploma 42 21 9
11% 15% 12%
¢. Previous work experience 98 23 14
26% 17% 19%
d. Knowledge acquired at the UT 60 31 13
16% 22% 17%
e. Personal perseverance 60 18 7
16% 13% 9%
f. Social relationship of my family 38 7 8
10% 5% 11%
g. The placement (estad/a) 27 15 14
7% 11% 19%
h. Other 7 3 0
2% 2% 0%
No answer 12 8 3
3% 6% 4%
Total 370 138 75
100% 100% 100%

In accordance with the TSU s answers, option “a” (employment opportunities in the state)

was valued with the meagre percentages of 7% (UTN) and 9% (UTT and UTA), meaning

that labour market opportunities seem limited for these professionals. This point will be

carefully discussed in chapters 8, 9 and 10.

It is interesting that in finding a job, graduates valued their “previous work experience”

and their “knowledge acquisition” over the TSU diploma. So, it seems that to climb up the

“the winding hill” of the labour market, dip/omas are not such relevant components as

37 with the aim of facilitating the presentation of structured information gathered from the
questionnaires this question was edited. Thus this table only presents the most important reasons
chosen by graduates. The complete format of the questionnaire is shown in Annex 1.
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knowledge.

Table 7.18 is also useful for assessing the impact of estadias (placements) on the
professional irajectory of the UT graduates. Comparing the three universities, it is
possible to argue that at the UT of Aguascalientes, the compulsory placements have
been a successful strategy for creating access to the labour market. In fact, this
represented 19% of answers given by interviewed graduates, over those of “personal
perseverance” and “employment opportunities” (9%). The UTA itself reported that 34%
of its total number of graduates were hired by the enterprises where they did their
placements (UTA, 1999). That means that independently of the degree of regional

economic advancement, this institution is facilitating the transition from school to work.

2. Changes in earnings over time

Changes in earnings over time permit us to tell if the UT graduates have the possibility
of improving their monetary benefits and what kind of factors are involved in these

variations. Table 7.19 shows the wage levels registered by the TSUs in their current job.

Table 7.19. Graduates wage levels per month
UTN UTT UTA

a. Less than the Minimum Salary (MS) 4 1 1
1.08% 1% 1%

b. Between one and three times the MS 68 39 10
18.38% 28% 13%

¢. Between three and five times the MS 115 52 24
31.08% 38% 32%

d. Between five and seven times the MS 81 27 17
21.89% 20% 23%

e. Between seven and nine times the MS 40 8 14
10.81% 6% 19%

f. More than nine times the MS 55 7 7
14.86% 5% 9%

No answer 7 4 2
1.89% 3% 3%

Total 370 138 75
100%  100% 100%
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While 15% of the UTN’s graduates are earning high salaries (more than nine times the
minimum salary), in the regions of Hidalgo and Aguascalientes the proportions fell to 5%
and 9%, respectively. This can be explained, as was mentioned above, as a

consequence of its closeness to Mexico City where well-paid jobs are.

In accordance with a classification of specializations, the UTN has identified that the
graduates from Informatics have "better opportunities in the labour market, better wages
and positions as directors" (UTN 1996a:103), while the worst-paid career is Marketing
(Comercializacion). This was corroborated by this study, though | go further by saying
that whilst people may be highly paid there is a trade-off in terms of time. That is, ex-
Alumni from Informatics are the most well-paid, but their positions are also very

demanding.

With regard to the UTT's graduates’ salaries, it is shown that there is a concentration in
lower income cohorts compared to those at the UTN and the UTA. For example, 66% of
respondents earn between one and five times the minimum salary, whilst these
proportions at the UTN and UTA represent 49% and 45%, respectively. It can be
suggested that Tula’s young people have a “hollowing” monetary basis and thus their

aspirations can be also limited.

On the other hand, at the UTA the bulk of graduates stand in the higher income brackets.
The wage level seems associated to the area of specialization. For example, the UT of
Aguascalientes reported that the graduates whose salaries were the highest came from
Manufacturing Processes, and the worst-paid graduates came from Management and

Information (Ofimatica).

What conclusions can be drawn from these data? First of all, that variations among

regions require different social policies to set up a framework in which education can

impact coherently on the process of expanding people’s choices.
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A remarkable finding was that the dotted line tends to go up in the richest cohort. This
“big jJump” in the number of graduates earning more than nine times the minimum salary

should be analysed carefully. There were 55 TSUs in this situation whose characteristics

were the following:

> 75 per cent of “rich TSUs” are men, which demonstrates a gender inequality that
is complemented by the high percentage of unemployed women (70%) who have

studied at this UT (see Table 7.22).

S The difference between academic careers is also confirmed. 78 per cent of the

best paid TSUs studied Informatics and only two per cent studied Marketing.

> Most (45%) own their own house and got their jobs through an informal contact

such as relatives or friends.

> 73 per cent have changed their jobs, so that their work mobility - among other

factors - can be related to income improvements.

> Most (60%) began their jobs receiving salaries between one and five times the
minimum salary, but they had not received high payments before. This stresses
the importance of job experience, networking, personal initiative and so on for

improving the income level.

> Although 75 per cent of this rich bracket answered that they wanted to study for

a B.A., this proportion was lower than that shown in the whole sample (90%).

Now, let us analyse the results regarding the changes in wage levels of UT graduates in

Tula and in Aguascalientes.
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As we can see in Chart 7.12, the gaps between the two lines in the richer cohorts IV, V,
and VI show that between the first and the current job there are more alumni who have
improved their incomes significantly over time. This sharply contrasts with the charts
drawn up for the UT of Tula. There are bigger proportions of TSUs earning more money
in their current jobs than in their first, so this finding leads us to presume that educated

people can improve their earnings more easily in Aguascalientes than in Tula.

Despite a general improvement in graduates’ incomes in the three regions analysed, the
fluctuations in the space drawn between both lines raises research questions. How could
Mexico’s government widen these spaces in Tula’s region, for example? What factors
should be involved in this expansion? To address these questions, it is necessary to look
at contextual factors to understand more broadly the relationship between education and

development.

Once it is argued that TSUs have improved their income over time, it is crucial to ask
whether that growth in monetary terms is related to job satisfaction. Apparently Table

7.20 suggests that the majority of graduates are doing well in personal terms once

they are employed.

Table 7.20. Level of satisfaction in graduates current job
UTN utT UTA

a. Too little 26 16 12
7.03% 12% 16%

b. About right 232 84 43
62.70% 61% 57%

¢. Too much 100 33 19
27.03% 24% 25%

d. Dont know 7 2 0
1.89% 1% 0%

No answer 5 3 1
1.35% 2% 1%

Total 370 138 75
100% 100% 100%
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In all cases the percentage of graduates who got “too much” satisfaction is almost equal
(UTN=27%; UTT=24%; UTA=25%). However, the data on satisfaction degree in the
UTA’s graduates requires a special comment. Unexpectedly, the highest proportion of
graduates who got “too little” satisfaction from their jobs were concentrated in the UTA
whose region seems to be affluent. Due to these reasons, it is necessary to go further
through in-depth interviews to understand how educated people link job satisfaction to

monetary income and other variables (see chapters 8, 9 and 10).

Now | turn to a discussion of knowledge flexibility and the benefits brought to UT

graduates.
3. The relationship between knowledge and labour changes

In order to examine the capacity of educated workers to adapt to different activities -
which is a learning aim of the UTs - this study found that 61% of respondents in Neza
have changed their jobs. In Tula and Aguascalientes, this proportion was lower (51% and
55%, respectively). It is interesting to note that despite the different socioeconomic
conditions, both regions registered similar percentages of graduates who have changed
their job. Because of this, it is necessary to go further and investigate the causes of such

observations.

With the aim of having a broader perspective, Table 7.21 shows the reasons for changing
job. Itis worth saying that the main reason is related to economic necessity: to obtain a

better salary.
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Table 7.21. Reasons for changing job®

UTN utT UTA
a. To have a better salary 120 43 19
53% 61% 46%
b. To enhance job shifts and job conditions 22 6 1
10% 9% 2%
¢. To improve job environment 12 0 2
5% 0% 5%
d. Personal reasons (e.g. partner, change of residence, 3 1 2
etc.) 1% 1% 5%
e. | received a job offer from relatives or friends 4 2 0
2% 3% 0%
f. To acquire more knowledge 27 11 16
12% 16% 39%
g. Other 18 0 0
8% 0% 0%
No answer 19 7 1
8% 10% 2%
Total 225 70 41
100%  100% 100%

Although the graduates from the three institutions answered proportionally on the main

reasons for changing their jobs, the case of Aguascalientes deserves more attention.

There, more graduates preferred to move from their last job in order to become a more

trained and educated worker. This fact contrasts with the cases of Neza and Tula where

most graduates pursued better wages. It seems that within relatively prosperous regions,

educated people have more freedom to acquire further expertise.

B. Analysing unemployment among TSUs. Failures of education?

Despite the low percentage of unemployed graduates, this kind of respondent provided

important clues for exploring more deeply the links between education and development.

As a starting point, Table 7.22 shows the profile of unemployed technicians by each UT.

% This question also was edited under the criteria explained in the previous footnote.
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Table 7.22. Selected characteristics of unemployed technicians
UTN UTT UTA

Age average 23 22 23
Percentage of unemployed women 70% 43% 64%
Percentage of local inhabitants 49% 89% 71%
Percentage of unemployed technicians 86% 94% 79%
who desire to study for a first degree

It is paradoxical that the UTN and the UTA have the highest rates of female
unemployment (70% and 64%, respectively) when these regions have better economic
conditions than Tula. It seems that economic advancement is not always hand-in-hand
with gender equality. Sen (1999) argues that female employment and female education
can be “very crucial” for the economic fortunes as well as for well-being and freedom, so
these findings call into question the functional idea that education works directly to

achieve development.

Another finding is that unemployed graduates still want to read for a first degree. What
is more interesting is that this common desire is stronger in poorer regions such as Tula,
. where nine out of ten unemployed technicians want to continue their studies. Why do so
many graduates desire to go on with their studies? It is simple, because they are seeing
education as a “magic passport” to greater social mobility and better opportunities as
Cline remarked (1962). However, this “magic passport’ cannot be obtained easily for
everybody. The next part shows that, in some regions, a significant number of

unemployed graduates are concentrated in the poorest cohorts of household incomes.

1. The economic background of jobless graduates.

As was expected, graduates” unemployment is concentrated in the low income
household group (Cohort Il). However, it is crucial to emphasise the trajectory of the line
drawn by the UT of Aguascalientes. This reveals that, in this region, the graduate

unemployment structure differs greatly from that of its counterparts from the UTN and
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Table 7.23. Reasons for not finding a job
UTN UTT UTA

a. Lack of job opportunities in the labour market of 22 16 5
the state 28% 41% 36%
b. Lack of job experience 24 4 2
30% 10% 14%

c. Lack of specialised knowledge in a particular area 3 1 1
4% 3% 7%

d. Personal reasons (e.g. disease, family problems, 14 9 1
disability, etc.). 18% 23% 7%
e. Social inequalities (e.g. racism, discrimination, 0 1 0
lack of informal contacts, etc.). 0% 3% 0%
f. Other (specify) 9 5 2
11% 13% 14%

No answer 7 3 3
9% 8% 21%

Total 79 39 14

100%  100% 100%

The majority of the UTN’s and UTA’s unemployed graduates explained their status as
a consequence of two factors. The first is a macro economic problem directly affecting
graduates” professional life (lack of job opportunities), while the second is what Amartya
Sen (1984a) calls “functionings”, which means what a person can or cannot do, or can
or cannot be (lack of job experience). A shortage of this capability impedes graduates
from becoming employed individuals and productive workers, thus to argue that
education acts as a crucial variable of development is a misleading idea. Education

requires positive circumstances to be successful.

According to the UTT s graduates, unemployment in this state is the main reason for not
having a job. However, what is more interesting is that 23% of respondents - the highest
in the three cases - considered that personal reasons such as disease, family problems
and disability were significant for being jobless. This percentage contrasts diametrically
with that of the UTA (7%). This fact shows that Hidalgo’s socioeconomic situation is

worse than in Neza or in Aguascalientes, and thus policies for improving standards of

-193-



#

%

%

<*

1.
%

>
/
] 1) ) 5 I
/ |
9 &% $ (1)
= 5
F)
|
Iy* N9 7
! / $ 3 HA(
!
#$
!
%
> "%
B C#$%$*D



Searching for explanations for this fact inexorably leads us to some interesting public
policy issues. Is it congruent that in technological institutions administrative careers are
taught? During the in-depth interviews, this question was put to the General Co-ordinator

ofthe Technological Universities, Mr. Arturo Nava. However he avoided giving an answer.

It is necessary to bear in mind that at the UTN and the UTA, Management and Marketing
are the careers in greatest demand. According to the UTN Activities Report (Informe
Anual de Actividades) for the academic year 1996-1997, 25% of the new entrants were
enrolled in Management and 22% in Marketing (Vazquez, 1997). At the UTA,
Management graduates represented 36% of the total number of leavers, however the
highest unemployment rate was registered in this administrative career. Moreover,
despite the factthat Marketing was implemented in 1996, this career also registerd a high
unemployment percentage (10%). So, why are the UT and educational authorities still
promoting these careers if they have been aware, since the beginning, that the majority
of unemployed graduates are concentrated in administrative careers? The answer is
simple: because these academic programs ensure a considerable level of enrolment,
which has three results: (a) the political legitimization of the UT model, and (b) the
attraction of massive public funds; and (c) the reduction of operational costs. So
functional ideas about education and development cannot be easily put into practice

since there are operational factors that need to be considered.

Conclusions

Has education in the UTs expanded the human capabilities of individuals, and can it
therefore be argued that it is a factor of development? This broad question cannot be
easily addressed by taking into account only structured data. The information gathered

through questionnaires needs to be integrated with that collected during the in-depth

interviews.
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Nevertheless, it was found that macro socioeconomic conditions in the three regions
analysed seemed to be reflected in the TSUs" conditions. This illustrates the need to set
up supportive conditions within regions to make education a real factor of development.

Otherwise, the potential effect of education could be severely constrained.

Furthermore, it was evident that UT’s courses have suited locals” need of studying a
short course. This has given them the opportunity to have access to the labour market
and thus to improve their economic situation. However, despite the facts that the majority
of graduates were employed, they showed an interest in going further in their studies as
they wanted to acquire deeper knowledge and to attain a better job. This unexpected
outcome of education calls into question the functional idea which states that Mexico’s

economy needs technicians for its modernization (OECD 1997).

Graduates’ aspirations pointto a contradictory decisions by educational planners and this
fact needs to be recognised in order to understand more broadly the relationship between

education and development.
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Chapter 8

Beyond the modern idea of education. The case of the
Technological University of Neza.

Introduction

Motivated by thé modern idea of education, governments rest their hopes of achieving
economic growth and development on adapting higher education to the real needs of the
productive sector when structural inequalities have not been eradicated at all. The ways
in which universities will react to this complex situation are unknown since their graduates
rarely respond in the same way as politicians, educational planners, international
organisations, or even employers. Knowing how educated people react, or why they do
one thing instead of another, within a particular context, will be a basis for a broader

understanding of the relationship between higher education and development.

By applying Sen’s human capabilities approach, this chapter argues that although the
UT is expanding “functionings” that are remarkably important for building up entitlements,
a linked complex of structural disadvantages blocks their educational endeavour. On this
basis, it concludes that “education cannot do it alone”, in that a removal of “unfreedoms”
demands public and private action. This simple but substantial argument has been
overlooked in the existing literature - specifically in economics - which has led to a larger
misinterpretation of the basic enquiry: "whatis education for?” For example, on one hand,
education has been regarded as a panacea for economic and social problems, an
“engine” of development, etc. On the other hand, education has been identified as a
“reproducer” of inequalities. From my particular point of view, both functionalist and
deterministic visions reduce the notion of education to a simple factor of production, or
to a neutral factor malleable by the “structure” when knowledge is “embedded in human

beings” (Bowles, 1977) and they have the capacity to act within that structure.
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My argument unfolds in ten stages. The first describes the general characteristics of the
graduates interviewed. The second discusses some theoretical issues concerning
structure and agency. Here the role of education is analysed with reference to the
theoretical propositions of Amartya Sen. In the third part, unequal chances for choosing
a UT are presented as an demonstration of the structural disadvantages that Neza’s
young people are facing even though the UT has promoted upward social mobility. This
coupling of deprivations and opportunities is analysed in part four. Part five presents an
evaluation of the personal and professional functionings achieved and part six explores
why UT graduates wanted to study for a first degree. This part argues that the intention
of upgrading a technical degree to one of bachelor level is justified. Part seven presents

the way in which UT graduates link education with their quality of life.

While the UT has positively impacted on the “doings” and “beings”, the real opportunities
that students have to choose from within this context are constrained. Therefore, and in
order to have a complete perspective on the human capabilities approach, part eight
describes the lack of “instrumental freedoms” faced by UT graduates. Part nine shows
how difficult it is to transform commodities into valuable functionings within this
municipality of Mexico. As some of these problems are closely related to labour market
conditions, part ten presents the opinions of representatives from the productive sector
who objectively depict the strengths and weakness in the formation of TSUs.
Interestingly, they have argued that there are differences between the qualifications of
technicians and those of bachelors, thus showing that they support the aspirations of

graduates to become licenciados (bachelors) rather than to hold a technical degree.

l. A profile of graduates interviewed.

After collecting information from 451 graduates of the Technological University of Neza
(hereafterreferred as UTN), a semi-structured interview was conducted with 26 University

Technicians (TSUs) in order to understand more fully the way in which an academic
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Marketing. So 38% of entrants to the UT of Neza picked up careers whose current
graduates were having problems in finding a job owing to a constrained labour market.

These findings question the rationales for the relevance of education proposed by

educational planners.

It seems that what students are demanding is incompatible with the “real needs” of the
productive sector, since employers are not able to offer well-paid positions in the careers
that most of Neza’s young people have chosen. Why are the UTs offering these careers
if, firstly, they are not technically-oriented careers and, secondly, they do not create better
chances to attain a remunerative job than technical disciplines? An answer points to a
contradiction in Mexico’s educational policy. These “traditional” careers are attracting a
high number of young people who are needed to fill the capacity of the UT. To have a
large number of students helps to reduce the cost per student and to legitimise this
modern model of higher education both politically and financially. From this perspective,
it can be claimed that the UT model of education can combine the divergent interests of
Mexican young people, employers, policy makers and rectors, and thus it is crucial to
determine whether the aims of these groups of people can be combined in order to

achieve, through education, what Sen calls “development as freedom®.

Further discussion of this issue is needed. So, in order to understand the situation of
Neza’'s young people, the next part discusses some theories about the ways in which

social structure affects human beings” decisions.

IIl. Where education reclaims a place: Issues in structure and agency.

To understand what a university can do in favour of human beings, it is necessary to
trace their socioeconomic backgrounds. The Mexican UTs are aimed, as the rectors have
recognised, towards those young people who live in less privileged contexts and who did

not have any chance to study at the higher educational level before the UT was opened.
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Delivering education services in poor regions is thus a pursuit of “equidad” (equity),
according to Arturo Nava, the General Co-ordinator of the Technological Universities. Yet
the policy of offering higher education in deprived zones also needs to be analysed in

broader sociological perspective.

The existing inequalities that the technological universities are facing cannot be
overlooked since these factors may be affecting the “process for expanding the real
freedoms that people enjoy” (to use Sen’s words). Although Amartya Sen recognises the
existence of “unfreedoms” in the process of development, which “leave people with little
choice and little opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency” (1999:xii), he also
argues that “with adequate social opportunities, individuals can effectively shape their
own destiny and help each other” (Sen, 1999:11). The question is, how can a UT
graduate avoid her or his “unfreedoms” in order to shape hef or his destiny if as some
sociologists of education have observed in some societies, educational systems may

reproduce economic and social inequalities? For example, Samuel Bowles argues that:

schools have evolved in the U.S, not as part of pursuit of equality, but rather to meet
the needs of capitalist employers for a disciplined and skilled labor force, and to provide
a mechanism for social control in the interest of political stability (Bowles, 1977:137).

So, it seems that according to Bowles there is little room for shaping individuals” “own
destiny”, as Sen argues, because “schools often encourage students to develop

aspirations and expectations typical of their social class” (Bowles, 1977:146).

For Bourdieu educational systems can contribute to the reproduction of the structure of
power relationships and symbolic relationships between classes and therefore suggests

that:

to study thg laws that determine the tendency of structures to reproduce themselves
by producing agents endowed with the system of predispositions which is capable of

engendering practices adapted to the structures and thereby contributing to the
reproduction of the structures. (1977:487 my italics).
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If one accepts the structural perspective of Bourdieu or Bowles, one might derive the
kinds of changes which could occur once we have certain deterministic movements or
tendencies and “agents endowed” with “predispositions”. But Bowles and Bourdieu say
little about the notion of human agency that leads us to acknowledge people as
responsible persons who “act or refuse to act, and can choose to act one way rather than
another’ (Sen, 1999:190). Bearing this in mind, it is necessary to examine whether,
through higher education, people are able to avoid or, even, to transform such structures
by exercising their agency. Arguably, a reinterpretation of how structures affect human
agency, and vice versa, needs to be discussed. When Sen recognises that there is a
“complementarity between individual agency and social arrangements” (1999:xii), he lays
a basis for such a reinterpretation. Therefore, the whole thesis analyses the relationship

between higher education and the development of human beings by taking into account

such “complementarity”.

Having stressed the necessity of theoretical explanations of structure and agency in the

educational sector, let us move on to discuss our empirical evidence.

lll. Choosing a university at Neza: Unequal chances.

As discussed above, it is important to trace the socioeconomic background of UT
graduates in order to know whether their aspirations as technicians correspond with

those of their parents or their respective social classes.

The quantitative analyses showed that the bulk of respondents (33.7%) had studied in
the UT because they were not accepted in the main public universities of Mexico City
such as the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM); the National Polytechnic
Institute (IPN); and the Autonomous Metropolitan University (UAM). Academically
speaking, the UT graduates did not qualify, through a national examination, for entry to

these three public universities. Most of them had to choose the UT as a second choice.
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Apart from being rejected from these universities, economic restrictions also limit

people’s choices in educational terms.

Economic restrictions also influence the academic preferences of Neza's young people.

When | asked a graduate why he studied in the UT, he replied as follows:

Because of my less privileged economic situation and the short distance between my
house and the UT. Apart from that, the UT educational mode! and its curriculum suits
me. Before coming to the UT, | studied Electric Engineering in the National Polytechnic
Institute for three years, but | had to quit it due to economic problems (A2).

Sadly, this graduate had to drop out of his studies due to lack of money. There were no
institutional mechanisms such as scholarships or grants to support this graduate in his
studies in the IPN. Moreover, it is evident that this TSU could not afford the cost of
studying for more than three years. Despite the differences between the educational
model of the IPN and the UT, the latter allowed him to resume his studies. The process
of choosing a higher education institution involves, as the same graduate said, “several
factors”, such as the economic situation; the length of study; and the expected job
opportunities (A2). In his reasoned answer, this technician underlines the difficulties of
choosing when people have to meet their needs in the short term. For this reason and
given the existing inequalities in Mexico, the short courses provided by the UT have been

suitable for almost 31% of Neza’s respondents.

In this vein, a graduate who occupied a foreman position said that if he had the chance
to study for more than three years he would choose the UAM, but he selected the UT
because he “needed to give money in order to contribute to the household income” (B10).
Similarly, and as a result of economic restrictions, a female graduate “did not have any
other option” (A3): she had either to study in the UT or return to her home city (Morelia®).

These accounts support the claim that before the creation of the UT, it “was very difficult

4 Morelia is the capital of Michoacn state in the mid-west of the Mexican Republic.
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to have access to any university due to economic problems” (A3). In addition, some
young people “had to wait to be accepted” in other schools in order to study for a higher

education career (C5).

It is difficult to predict what would have happened if the UT had not opened its doors in
this region of the State of Mexico. | would say that as there are tremendous social and
economic inequalities in Mexico, this vocational-oriented model of higher education is an
option for meeting, to some extent, the academic needs of Neza’s young people.
Furthermore, although this academic institution has had a considerable number of drop-
out students, it has also avoided exposing some girls and boys to a more deprived
situation by enrolling them onto their academic courses. For these reasons | would not
blame the UT as a “reproducer” of inequalities from one generation to another since it
has helped to remove some of the obstacles facing locals. A female graduate underlines

the importance of the UT at Neza by saying:

| wanted to study a short career since | needed to work because my father had
emigrated to the USA, so when | was working in a corner shop | heard in the radio
about this university and | came to it (B8).

Equally, while | avoid calling a UT “reproducer” of inequalities, | would not say that this
academic institution is a unique “booster” of regional or national development. From my
point of view, both the reproductionist and functionalist perspectives neglect the integral
approach by which the relationship between education and development should be

analysed.

An academic space should be regarded as a social opportunity for individuals and since
“education and skill are embedded in human beings [...]" (Bowles, 1977: 141) these
human beings need to be considered as “responsible agents” who act or refuse to act,
and can choose to act one way rather than another (Sen, 1999:190). My view does not

omit that there are structural disadvantages - in Sen words, “unfreedoms” - rather, | follow
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his idea that we should see human beings in a broader perspective.

Since Neza’'s young people are choosing their universities in the face of economic and
academic restrictions, the term equidad (equity) needs to be discussed broadly and to be
used more carefully*!, even though poor young people are benefiting from education

provision.

The graduates’ passages shown here highlight to an alarming extent the difficulties of
studying in the major public universities of Mexico, which young people have good reason

to choose*.

IV. “Culture inherited” or social mobility? lllustrations from Neza.

As was said earlier, despite the fact that the UT of Neza has been selected by most
graduates as a second choice for studying a higher education level, it is fair to say that
this institution has been a means for social mobility. During the interviews, it was found
that most of the graduates interviewed have attained a higher level of schooling than their

parents.

More interesting was the fact that the schooling of graduates’ parents was not associated
with the level of income of technicians. That means that some graduates could be well-
paid irrespective of their parent’s educational backgrounds. This fact underlines the

benefits of education in regions such as Ciudad Nezahualcéyotl.

4 Another misinterpretation of “equidad” in the higher education system in Mexico is
discussed by Flores Crespo (2000a).

2 One of these universities is the National Autonomous University of Mexico (Unam)
where tuition fees are almost nil (Mx$0.20), and whose academic and research quality are widely
recognised.
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When a graduate in Marketing was asked what level of education her parents had

achieved, she said:

They finished only the primary school thus they felt very proud when | finished my
studies. They could not study due to economic problems. Once they let us [to her
brothers and sisters] know that their heritage would be our studies.

For me it was very difficult to write my thesis so when the examination board told me:
“You have passed, now you are a TSU", | started crying, it was a very dramatic time!
Then | saw my parents very happy and | felt a huge satisfaction; “l got it”, | said (B11).

Studying cannot be regarded as a simple process of attending school. For some less
privileged young people, to finish a degree is a valuable “heritage”. Acquiring knowledge
and socializing within an academic space make education a relevant issue in terms of

social policy. This point is supported by a graduate who said:

When you go to university you not only do it for taking courses but so you become more
concerned of things that are happening in politics, religion...If | had not studied, it would
take me longer to understand certain things. This is the difference between studying and
not studying (B10).

For this graduate of Informéatica (IT), the UT was not a limited space in which only
courses were provided. Independently of the type of teaching or the curriculum content,
he could develop his reflective capacity. This point stresses the wider impacts of going

to school irrespective of the type of courses taught (general or vocational).

Interestingly, an unemployed graduate answered that her father had studied Civil
Engineering while her mother went only to primary school. The low schooling of her
mother was explained by this graduate as follows: “this was for machismo because my
grandmother supported her sons rather than her daughters” (D1). Despite that, this
graduate recognised that there was no discrimination against her by her parents and
hence that she could attain a higher level of education than her mother. In this case the
idea of “culture inherited from the past’ was not corroborated; rather this fact stresses the

importance of the UT as means of social advancement.
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V. Evaluating functionings of the UT graduates

With the aim of assessing the impact of the education provided in the UT, | will use the
seven functionings described in Table 8.3. As described above where functionings are

the achievements of a person, that is, “what he or she manages to do or to be” (Sen,

1985a:10).
Table 8.3. Functionings to be evaluated by category
Personal Improvements Professional Achievements
1. Being able to feel confident and self- 5. Being able to acquire the
reliant. knowledge required in a job position.
2. Being able to visualize life plans. 6. Being able to look for and to ask for
better job opportunities
3. Being able to transform commodities 7. Being able to choose jobs desired.
into functionings
4. Being able to develop further abilities.

It is important to bear in mind that the quantitative analysis showed that only two out of
451 respondents answered that their studies at the UT were “not useful at all’, whereas
40% (182) of graduates recognised that the UT helped them to “acquire innovative
knowledge” for theirwork. Furthermore, 16% (71) of the respondents considered that this
technical institution contributed to “fulfilling their personal aspirations”: for instance to be
“an educated individual and to think more analytically and critically”. This proportion is six
points above, inrelative terms, the option “to improve my monetary income,” which was
given by 47 graduates (10%). This data reinforces my argument that the UT has been an
academic space for contributing to the expansion of professional and personal
achievements. However, | would not say that structural “unfreedoms” have been removed
by delivering technical education in relatively poor regions. Let us move on to analyse,

first of all, the things that the UT has done well.
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A. Personal Improvements: Raising theoretical difficulties.

In his article Unequal education and the reproduction of the social division of labor,

Samuel Bowles argues that:

given the existing institutional arrangements, the ability of a school to change a
child’s personality, values, and expectations is severely limited. The responsiveness
of children to different types of schooling seems to depend importantly upon the types
of personality traits, values, and expectations which have been developed through
the family (1977:147).

Although my subject of analysis is university graduates rather than children, this does not
preclude the observation that Bowles seems to nullify the capacity of any academic
space to change the attitudes and aspirations of pupils. Family influences are, for
Bowles, determining factors of personality and expectations. The structural perspective

of Bowles is empirically inconsistent with my findings.

As a consequence of studying in the UT, some interviewees mentioned feeling more
“self-confident” and “secure” persons (A1, B2, B3, B10); “more mature” and “open” (A2,
A7, C5); “more accountable and committed” individuals (A6, A7, B2, C2) and “aware” of
things happening in context (C2). Such benefits were achieved independently of the
graduates” labour situation and of their wage level. In fact, an unemployed graduate

mentioned that his main personal changes were:

The way of thinking, my expectations and the development. When | began my
studies in the UT | did simply because | could not stand doing nothing (por no
quedarme); but once I finished, that | worked, | wanted to study more just for personal
development (superacién). My dream is to become an engineer... My mentality
changed...l know that | can achieve things (sé que puedo hacerla) (D2).

Since the academic expectations of this graduate have changed, and he is now trying to
study for a first degree, | cannot accept the idea that “students’ and parents” aspirations
and expectations conceming both the type and the amount of schooling are strongly

related to social class” (Bowles, 1977:146). Studying in a UT represents a first step - but
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“a great leap” - for achieving further stages of personal and professional development.

A female graduate whose wage was highly ranked said that thanks to the UT,

| have met many people. If | had not studied, | would still be trapped in the same social
cycle. So, when | realized that | had the “weapons” and the “tools”, | had the courage
to jump outside from that social circle and start to look for better opportunities; to know
different people, to look for other jobs. | think the UT gave me a lot of benefits (AS5).

Being able to feel confident (“to have courage”) and to look for “other” job opportunities
are two “functionings” which are inexorably linked in the last passage. Another graduate

also underlined the way in which “doings” and “beings” are working together:

...l changed some attitudes; for instance, in the past | was very doubtful to do and to
say things, but as | am getting to know my working area much better, this
[doubtfulness] is less recognizable (A2).

Functionings appear to be a suitable mechanism for understanding more coherently what
education can do in favour of human beings. As we can see, what a person can do in
specific work may be complemented, or even improved, by “states of existence” such as
not being shy to do or to say things. In the éase quoted above, shyness was a
characteristic of this graduate which gradually vanished as he was involved in productive

activities.

On the other hand, some graduates accepted thatif they had not studied, they would not
have been able to speak as easily and openly as they do: “| am no longer shy,” a jobless
female said (D1). Another graduate pointed out that in the past she was “very shy” but
that now she is a “self-reliant person” (A1). This graduate is occupying a position as

Coordinator of Information Systems and thus she is a well-paid worker.

Bowles suggested that, “to some extent schools introduce common elements of

socialization for all students regardless of social class” (1977:147). | would add that,
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independently of the type of education provided (technical or general), personal attitudes
can be modified inside school walls, especially if pupils come from less privileged sectors
of society. A graduate who noted that her personal attitudes had changed highlighted the

way in which an academic space contributed to this transformation. She said:

| was a shy person; | could not even speak with people but as | was getting involved in
the academic activities of the UT such as giving presentations, interacting with people
from companies and so on, | started to change. For example, in my current occupation
| have to treat many people and | do not feel that sensation [of being shy] anymore
(C4).

Although Bowles also argues that the ability of a school to change a “child’s personality”
is limited, he also points out that “discipline, respect for property, competition, and
punctuality are part of the implicit curriculum of virtually all schools” (1977:147). In this
sense, the UT’s case provide us with evidence. A graduate comments becoming a more

“diligent” (dedicada) student:

In the upper secondary school | was reluctant to learn and | only studied to pass the
exams. When | entered the UT | became a more diligent student. Teachers taught me
how to study, which | had ignored. For these reasons, this school deserves my
recognition because it taught me things that | did not know (C3).

This graduate was also able to “learn how to learn and this is quite important for the rest
of my life” (C3), she said. Thus, the UT cannot be seen as “limited” or a “reproducer”
space since it is forming human beings who have aspirations and expectations, as well
as difficulties and tribulations. Being involved in a learning process is crucial fbr human
beings'development. A graduate, whose parents studied at secondary school level,

considered the UT to be beyond a technical institution when he pointed out that:

somebody said that the school contributes to the formation of human beings and |
have no doubt about it (A8).
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So knowledge helps “to thrive us as human beings” (B2), as another graduate said. The
UT graduates are recognising an important role of the UT as an academic space where
their “beings” have improved. This fact calls into question the deterministic perspective
of Bowles in education and inexorably leads us to think about the role of a person as a
responsible agent who is “fundamentally distinct from (though not independent of) the
role of the same person as a patient’ (Sen, 1999: 190). No doubt, this claim raises
theoretical challenges since “action and structure normally appear in both sociological

and philosophical literature as antinomies” (Giddens; 1979: 79).

The way in which structure and agency interact, with education as an external force, is
afertile area for future research. As an attempt to approach these complexities, this work
uses Sen’s idea of “the deep complementarity between individual agency and social
arrangements” (Sen, 1999:xii) with the aim of understanding what education can do for

people within a complex of structural impediments.

During the interviews with graduates, it was found that such “complementarity” was
implicitly mentioned by them. When Sen argues that “the freedom of agency that we
individually have is inescapably qualified and constrained by the social, political and
economic opportunities that are available to us” (1999:xi-xii), he recognises that people
have to deal with difficulties beyond their capacity to act or re-act. Empirical evidence for

Sen’s ideas was found when a graduate answered my questions as follows:

(Researcher) What were the main changes in your personality before, during and after
studying at the UT?

(C2) It was a radical change. When | was studying in the UT | was not a very mature
person and now this has changed.

(Researcher) Would you attribute such changes to your personal effort or to the role of
the UT?

(C2) Both. You can have perseverance, but if the context is adverse, it is difficult to
develop yourself. The context could influence you negatively, [at the same time] you

may be also involved in a nice atmosphere. So both perseverance and context can be
integrated in order to make you an accountable person.
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So, individuals® “perseverance” is not enough: contextual conditions should exist to
improve the function of being a “more accountable person”. This simple recognition is

basic for realistically assessing the impact of educational policies.

This section has questioned the structural view that suggests that academic institutions
reproduce values and culture from one generation to another, since human agency plays
a key role in the relationship between education and development. Based on the
information given by graduates, it can be argued that the UT of Neza is an academic
space which has worked as a mechanism for upward social mobility and as a social
opportunity for expanding some “beings” of locals. Personal improvements such as self-
confidence, more accountability, self-reliance and “not to being ashamed” of talking to

people were found to be effects of studying in the UT.

It is important to say that | have looked only at part of a broad problem in social theory
by providing some empirical evidence gathered from UT graduates in Mexico. | think that
further analysis will shed light on the duality between structure and agency. Doing this
will surely allows us to find another theoretical framework for the study and understanding

of the relationship between education and development.

Now it is necessary to examine what graduates can do once they have acquired technical

skills.

B. The professional achievements of UT graduates. Mission completed?

This section will evaluate those functionings that Sen calls “human abilities”. The question
to be addressed here is, what can a TSU do with the knowledge acquired in the UT of

Neza?

When we consider that 82% of the respondents got a formal job and 39.5% of them were

employed in less than a month, we can say said that the TSUs were accepted relatively
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easily in the labour market. Since “unemployment contributes to the social exclusion of
some groups, and it leads to losses of self-reliance, self-confidence and psychological
and physical health” (Sen 1999:21), the UT is playing a useful role by providing relevant
skills for performing productive activities. Obviously, these labour market indicators are
not a unique gauge to measure the success of this educational model; neither do they
constitute a sound basis for arguing that people have fulfilled their aspiratioﬁs as human

beings.

As the majority of respondents pointed out that the UT has helped them to “acquire
innovative knowledge” for their jobs, it can be said that the functioning of “being able to
acquire the knowledge required for a job position” is satisfactorily tested. Additional

information gathered for the qualitative analysis confirmed this point.

Apart from benefiting Neza’s young people in personal terms, the academic courses
provided by the UT curriculum have promoted skills for the world of work. In graduates’
words, this institution provides “the tools and means” for working (B2). An unemployed
graduate supports this point by saying that the UT “gives you /o que més necesitas (the
knowledge required) thus there are possibilities to get a job in the short term” (D2). So,
“there may be more chances to crack the restrictions of the labour market if you are
academically well-trained (preparado)” (C2). Arguably, the technical education provided

by the UT has enabled students to participate in production activities.

By studying for a technical career some graduates have met their professional
expectations. For instance, a graduate who occupied a foreman position said that if he
had not studied, he would not have “specialised work, | would be a workman, a technician

in electricity or something like that”(B10).

Equipping students with practical skills for improving their chances in the labour market

is a function that the UT of Neza has done well, especially given that UT students come
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from less affluent sectors of Mexico’s population. Additionally, job experience has been

another "bonus” for creating opportunities in the restricted labour market of Mexico.

Job experience gives people a greater capacity to do more specialised tasks. This
accumulated expertise is a benefit in the building of a professional career. According to
a graduate - aged 25 - finishing a course in two years has larger benefits because,

| think that the short courses provided by the UT have a great advantage compared to

longer careers that you finish when you are 26 years old: the acquisition of job
experience for employment in the labour market (A1).

This graduate added that she felt “very capaz” (competent) to perform her assigned
tasks. In fact, she considered that her current position was below her abilities (A1). This
pointis important since it highlights a common “over-training” phenomenon in which there
is 2 mismatch between the abilities acquired and the abilities required that may be

frustrating for graduates. This fact starts to reveal problems in the Mexican labour market.

During the interviews | noticed that, as | was asking UT graduates deeper questions
about their job conditions, they seemed aware of their opportunities in the labour market.
Initially, they mentioned the positive aspects of the link between the UT and the world of
work, but eventually the graduates themselves highlighted the problems that are faced
in the productive sector. This observation emphasises the importance of the qualitative

approach in the study of education and development.

It was found that some graduates considered their studies at the UT as the beginning of

their “productive life” (A4). This type of education “gives us some basics for building up

a professional career”, as another TSU said (A2).

As technicians start dealing with the problems of the labour market, they discover the
limitations of holding a technical degree even though they can find a job quickly. A

graduate from the career of Environmental Technology recognised that:
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I am equipped with knowledge and thus | can deal with any situation. The UT gave us
the “weapons” to do something for ourselves (salir adelante); | am very grateful to the
UT...but the wages for technicians are very low (C1).

The simple fact of finishing a technical career does not mean that all UT graduates are
in a fit state to make a lot of money, “this is false” (C2). Besides the level of schooling,
there are many factors that can explain wage rates such, as job experience, informal
contacts, regional and national conditions, and even luck in finding a “good job®. What
was noticed in this case was that some graduates with the highest wages were not
occupying technical positions, whereas most graduates ranked in the group of lowest
wages held a position of “qualified technician” (see Table 8.1). One might infer that
technical positions at Neza are not highly rewarded. Do these facts explain why, despite
their rapid access to the labour market, 90% of the UT graduates wanted to study for a

first degree? This question is addressed in the next section.

VI. Why the UT graduates want to study for a first degree

According to the quantitative analysis the two main reasons for studying a first degree
were; “to acquire further knowledge” (45%) and, “the possibility of obtaining a better job”
(31%). These explicit reasons point towards two things. The first is the necessity of

acquiring more expertise, which may be theoretical or practical. The second is the need

for a more remunerative labour situation.

On the other hand, encouraging graduates to go further in their studies may be seen as
another effect of having studied at the UT. This is remarkable since, as has been said
repeatedly, these higher education institutions are committed to preparing less favoured
young people. This fact must not be underestimated since in deprived areas of other

countries there are civil organizations trying to “overturn the notion that people from poor
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backgrounds should forget about college”.*® Therefore, the desire to study further should

be seen as a positive effect of the UT rather than a failure.

But, going back to the labour market problems, according to some graduates, employers
are giving more importance to their papelito (diploma) than to their knowledge. In this

sense, a high-paid graduate noted that:

Although in recent times technological education is becoming popular, there is a
degree of discriminacién (discrimination) in the labour market. This is due to the fact
of being a technician nor the lack of expertise but to the idiosyncracy of employers who
have overvalued the diploma. The diploma of bachelor is required to occupy a “white
collar position” irrespective of your knowledge. This is a limitation for the students [in
terms of ] climbing the job ladder (A2).

In a more secure way, another well-paid graduate pointed out that:

1 think that | have the same knowledge as a bachelor, though in Mexico if you say that
you are technician, you are undervalued. Here the diploma is very important. A TSU
cannot occupy the same job position and thus there is a gap in the wage rates (A4).

It is clear that graduates are pursuing higher job positions, but that, the “limitation” lies in
the TSU diploma, as two graduates remarked (C1, A6). A graduate whose job occupation

was foreman noticed that:

According to the publicity for promoting the UT model, the TSUs are suitable for
positions between “white collar posts” (la alta gerencia) and operative works. This limits
the role of the TSU, so it would be more convenient to say that these professionals can
be employed in any position (A2).

* Duncan Campbell reports on inequalities experienced by Latin American and Black
minorities in the educational system of California, USA. An organization called South Central Youth

Empowt:)red through Action (SC-YEA) is trying to deal with these difficulties (The Guardian,
25.08.01).
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This “limitation” has also, paradoxically, been promoted by the General Co-ordination of
UTs itself*’. The clash between the objectives of the “original” UT model pursued by
Mexican educational authorities and those of graduates deserves broader consideration.
When the OECD (1997), as well as educational planners, believed that Mexico needed
technicians to modernise its economy, they paid little attention to the fact that these
technicians would aspire to earn wages which were not commonly offered for

“intermediate qualifications”.

Rigid schemes of what education must do for an economic structure through the
formation of *human capital” have omitted the wage structure of Mexico and it paid little
attention to the capacity of persons as “responsible agents who to act or refuse to act’

(Sen, 1999).

In this case, UT graduates do not have the same preferences as politicians or
educational planners. As graduates gain personal and professional achievements, they
still pursue the conditions to “thrive” (to borrow a term from a graduate) and education is
playing a key part in this process. It is very unlikely that UT graduates will remain static
or resigned to holding a technical diploma, even though they come from relatively
disadvantaged backgrounds. This aspiration calls into question the objective of preparing

technicians for Mexico’s economy.

Here the problem is to know objectively if there are big differences between the
qualifications of a technician and those of a bachelor. Attempting to address this question
some graduates have pointed out that “in Mexico the diploma of the TSU is not
recognised” (B1). However, when | asked some graduates if they had problems finding

a job for this reason, some replied, “not at all, sometimes employers give more

“ The Gener_al Co-ordination of Technological Universities (CGUT) published a book
which was entitled L!mversidades Tecnoldgicas. Mandos Medios para la Industria (Technological
Universities. Preparing Intermediate Qualifications for Industry) (2000, México: SEP-UT-Noriega).
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importance to practical skills than to the diploma”. Another graduate said that in his
company there was no “bias in the selection process” (A6). | therefore have some reason

to doubt the existence of a “terrible” diploma disease.

As the interviews became deeper, additional comments were found to support my
scepticism. It seems that, aside from the “undervaluation” of the TSU diploma, some gaps
were found in the knowledge acquired by technicians. A graduate who was the Head of

Technical Support said that:

What | learned in the UT has been very useful. But, it would have been much better to
study for a first degree in order to acquire more experiencia (experience) in other areas
(AB). :

This quotation points to shortage of academic competence for performing productive
activities. This is consistent with another graduate’s account. She said that, “as you sfart
dealing with problems in the labour market, you realise that your knowledge is
elementary” (AS5). So, the knowledge provided by the UT may represent only the basic
requirement for starting a productive career, although to some extent, the diplomais still

a proof of the knowledge acquired. On this topic, a graduate accepted that:

In the past, | did not think that “ef papelito” (diploma) was important to attain a better
job such as manager, but now | changed my mind, the diploma “abre las puertas”
(broadens your perspectives) (A1).

Thus, there are differences in the qualifications of a technician and a bachelor. This is
supported by a unemployed graduate who noticed that when he was working, he
possessed “more knowledge than the rest of the workers” - who were graduates from a

technical upper secondary school called Conalep”- but a bitless than the engineer” (D2).

Furthermore, if people wantto be involved in academia, the TSU diploma is not enough.

For example, a technician who wanted to do research found she needed a first degree
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(B5).

To sum up, the aspiration of UT graduates to become bachelors is justified since the
“white collar positions” are occupied by those professionals with higher educational
attainment than the technical level. Though this may be seen as a result of diploma
disease, graduates themselves underlined differences in the knowledge acquired by a
technician and a bachelor. The fact of the desire to study for a B.A. after a technical
qualification should be seen as a positive effect achieved in the UT - rather than a failure
of it - since it shows that the UT is giving the basics for starting a larger process of

learning.

VIl. The quality of life and education: Two issues inextricably linked.

Having evaluated the impact of the UT on its graduates through “functionings”, it is
necessary to explore those factors that may improve the quality of life of these young
people. Therefore, | asked graduates a broad question: “what would you do in order to
“vivir mejor’ (live better). The aim of this question was to identify not merely what a

person achieves but also what opportunities a person has to choose from (Sen, 1985a).

it was found that some graduates valued the “academic level” as a element for achieving
a better nivel de vida (quality of life) (B11). In a more explanatory way, another TSU

pointed out that:

A person that se prepara (grows up academically) could broaden her perspectives and
meet their expectations contrary to those who se estanca (remain static) in academic

terms. Forthe latter person it seems more difficult to achieve her goals because of her
level [of schooling] (A6).

This graduate was asked to be more specific regarding the term “se prepara” and he

spontaneously replied: “to complete the first degree”. This reinforces the idea thatthe UT

sets a basis for a larger process of learning because:
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One never stops learning. My best option would be, in the short term, to complete my
degree of engineering and then to pursue a master course. 1°d like to study to know more
about manufacturing, know more people, acquire theoretical knowledge, all this would
be an excellent opportunity! (B2).

As we can see, studying is not only related to productive aims. The acquisition of more
knowledge would be an “excellent’ chance for socialising as well. The relationship
between education and the labour market is only one piece of the puzzle. “Working is
important, but for doing well in your job you need to be “preparado”, so the company

benefits from you and you may benefit from the company,” as a graduate said (C3).

Equipping students with practical skills for work is a thing that the UT has done well, but
it is necessary to investigate what opportunities technicians have for enhancing their

standard of living.

A graduate whose job satisfaction level was “very high” mentioned that for having a better

standard of living, he, “first of all” needed to complete a first degree and:

once having finished this, then look for a better job and emigrate to another country
to work, but not as a wet-back! (C2).

To aspire to emigrate from the country “not as a wet-back” shows a capacity of this
graduate to lead his life as he prefers and this is partially thanks to his studies. The

reasons for emigrating were also remarked upon by this TSU. He said that:

Mexico lacks good job opportunities and this is general, in the whole country. | have
some cousins in other states such as Guerrero and Michoacédn and we agree that
there are not jobs that can meet our needs (C2).

Employment, as one graduate said, is “a departure point for anything else, if you are
ambitious you thrive and then get what you wish” (D1). So, the UT graduates agreed that

education sets a basis for choosing. The key point is to explore what opportunities are
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available in the region to enhance “human freedoms”.

VIIl. “Instrumental freedoms”: Blocking the educational endeavour at Neza?

According to Sen, “the instrumental role of freedom concerns the way different kinds of
rights, opportunities, and entitlements contribute to the expansion of human freedom in
general, and thus to promoting development’ (1999:37). Sen distinguishes five
“instrumental freedoms” (i.e. political freedoms, economic facilities, social opportunities,
transparency guarantees and protective security). In methodological terms it is difficult
to consider all these means of development in analysing the effects of studying in a UT.
Therefore, this research considers only economic facilities and social opportunities, as
being the most convenient for evaluating whether UT graduates are expanding their

capabilities.

One of the principles of the Human Capital Theory (HCT) is that, if a person is better
trained, she can become more productive, and thus her future earnings will be higher.
Under this theoretical framework, it was thought that investment in human capital would
boost the economic growth of nations. Hence allocating public money to the educational
sector was profitable for a nation. Nevertheless, this idea said little about “why economic
growth is sought in the first place” (Sen, 1997) nor, moreover, about what type of job
opportunities are available for trained or educated workers. It was believed that trained
people would take jobs without restrictions, however, this assumption was soon

questioned due to the segmentation and fragmentation of the labour markets.

Although Amartya Sen recognises that the HCT places humanity at the centre of
attention, he also criticises this approach for its focus on the agency of human beings in
augmenting production possibilities, leaving little room for explaining “the ability of people
to lead the lives they have reason to value and to enhance the real choices they have”

(Sen, 1999:293). When Sen speaks of choices, he leads us to think about what options
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a trained or educated person can select to improve her life. Following Sen’s approach
it is necessary, after having evéluated graduates’ functionings, to analyse whether UT
graduates have the means to flourish within their respective contexts. This will give us a
wider picture of Sen’s human capabilities approach as applied to the analysis of

education and development.

A. Economic facilities

Economic facilities “refer to the opportunities that individuals respéctively enjoy to utilize
economic resources for the purpose of consumption, or production, or exchange”
(1999:39). Arguably an educated or trained person may be more likely to maximise such
opportunities since schooling, as Bracho says, intrinsically has an “exchange power” by
which people can access “employment , level of income, and other personal and social
benefits” (2000:251). Sen (1999) supports this point by saying that the majority of people
have few resources other than their labour power, which may be combined with their skill
and experience. So, this section examines how the UT graduates are trying to change

their workforce in the region of Neza.

In order to explore the graduates’ perception about their respective contexts, | asked
them if they considered that the region of Neza was providing opportunities in personal
and professional terms. | avoided mentioning the word “job” in order to find out what
importance graduates put on this issue. Through graduates” answers it was found that
most of them related “professional opportunities” to employment and only a few
graduates made a clear distinction between professional and personal opportunities.
Among the latter group, a TSU who held a position of “qualified technician® remarked

that:

In professional terms, this region does not give you opportunities. There are no
companies that could hire me, the job supply is scarce. In personal terms, there are no

spaces to develop your intellectual abilities or where you can go to entretenerte (for
leisure) (B9).
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This quotation starts to unveil the lack of chances that UT graduates have to expand their
“freedoms”. Where are the institutions for developing graduates’ “intellectual abilities” and
for passing their free time? If education acts as a factor capable of encouraging people
to do things and to have different aspirations, the instruments for meeting such

expectations should exist, or larger impacts of educational policy may be blocked.

As a graduate said, “many graduates are working in Mexico City; my job was situated two
hours from my house at Neza” (B10). It is worth mentioning that | did not interview any
graduate in his or her job within this municipality. The bulk of interviews were conducted

in the UT itself and in the graduates” workplaces, which were in Mexico City.

A graduate in a Procesos de Produccién (Manufacturing) career explained that he had
tried to look for a job “in the nearest neighbourhoods”, but that local companies did not
offer him a position (B4), so “it seems that job opportunities are concentrated in Mexico
City" (A6). From the unemployment side, a graduate said that Neza is a zone
characterised by micro-business, “so we have to look for a job where the enterprises are”
(D2). This means that, as another graduate remarked, “micro-businesses” are not

employing UT graduates, and “everybody is a job seeker” (B6).

If Neza fails in providing fair job opportunities for UT graduates, how can Mexico’'s
government expect, through the creation of the UTs, to “encourage juveniles to remain
in their place of origin and subsequently take up work there” in order to contribute to the
“development of that region” (SEP, 2000:81), when graduates themselves pointed out

that “there are no job opportunities” (A5).

Due to the shortage of remunerative job opportunities in Neza, UT graduates are
“exchanging” their labour power in the capital of Mexico, and the possibilities of becoming
involved in other economic activities such as creating enterprises seem nil, even though

26% of respondents wanted to start a business (see Chapter 7). The problems involved
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in running a negocio (business) were partially explained by a graduate of Marketing who

believed that the main restriction was the lack of “economic facilities”, so that:

if you ask for a loan it is equal to firmar tu sentencia de muerte (signing your death
sentence). So, you need to save for awhile in order to accumulate the capital required
(C2).

Given that education or training produces a synergetic effect, it is not surprising that
individuals seek options beyond being employed in a company. The key problems are
that the lack of easy access to finance can limit the expansion of the economic

“antitiements”™®.

Forthese reasons, when higher education is heralded as a “booster” of economic growth
or development, an inflated idea of education emerges and the factors that form that

“virtuous cycle” of economy and schooling are ignored. Therefore,

We need to be realistic about what education can do and what other changes are
necessary to maximize the effects of education and to realize our aspirations for
economic and social betterment (Levin and Kelley 1997:250).

1. Where does the information about opportunities come from?

In Chapter 5, | noted that although the feasibility project of the university of Neza said
that 500 questionnaires were sent to employers in order to identify their needs in terms
of the labour force, the results of this survey were never displayed. As a complement of
this “missing information”, it is worth stressing the knowledge about productive activities

at Neza that graduates displayed during the interviews.

45 According to Amartya Sen, entitlements *refer to the set of alternative commodity

bundles that a person can command in a society using the totality of rights and opportunities that
he or she faces” (1988: 47).

-227-



For instance, an unemployed graduate (D1) commented that micro-businesses were the

most common enterprises in this municipality of the State of Mexico. She explained that:

Neza has developed little by little; there are many micro-empresas (micro businesses)
inthis zone [...] The majority of these enterprises are maquilas (assembly plants) which
are not formally registered [with the Ministry of Finance]. They operate in hidden
places and they comercializan (sell and buy) their products with the big companies in
Mexico City.

(Researcher) Do you know some near to your house?

(D1) Not only near my house, they are everywhere!
(Researcher) Could you specify what kind of maquilas?

(D1) They assemble rug bags, clothes, shoes, belts, furniture...

(Researcher) So, that means that there may be jobs available; have you ever looked
for a position in these enterprises?

(D1) No, because payments are very low, even below the minimum wage. The work
is paid by the number of goods manufactured (a destajo); that is, “as many goods as
you make is what you earn”, perhaps 100, 200, 1000 units! In these companies
workers do not have health insurance, they can never be absent and, if so, they are
either fire out or their payment is reduced dramatically. These are the problems.

It is clear that fair job opportunities are not available at Neza. This explains why UT
graduates are moving to Mexico City to “exchange” their labour. In spite of the emigration
of educated people*® which can be regressive regionally, the fact of moving from one
region to another should also be interpreted as a positive functioning of the UT
graduates. They are not resting on their laurels, but have the capacity - thanks to being
students of the UT - to seek out professional opportunities when the local economy

cannot provide them.

Another graduate - whose expectation was also to emigrate to another city - confirmed
that in Neza there are many micro businesses, the wage rate is minimal and therefore

that “there are no economic facilities by which to have an “acceptable life” (A2).

46 On this, see the Mexican newspaper La Jomada (01.09.01) which, based on national
statistics, reported the growing “brain-drain” of Mexican professionals to the USA.
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2. Revealing “unfreedoms”: Technical positions and working time.

If | were to weigh the role of the UT of Neza according to the rapid access of its
graduates to the labour market, | would say that the UT could be considered as a
successful case. However, this criterion is misleading since it says nothing about the job
conditions of UT graduates and neglects to analyse what people can do or be once they
are employed. So, the aim of this section is to explore the ways in which graduates are

expanding their freedoms as workers.

Although a female graduate was earning a highly ranked wage, she said that her working
time was longer than eight hours* a day and that she was not paid for the extra time.
Sadly, in Mexico this would not be a novel finding if she had not mentioned her career.
She said that:

Contrary to other careers, Informética (IT) requires more working time because you

depend on information requirements and you have to solve technical failures anytime.
So, we do not have una jornada laboral fija (fixed working time) (A1).

Similarly, another well-paid graduate who could not enter the UNAM to study

Management noted that:

When | came to the UT, | found the career of Informética (IT) quite interesting, but
it is very demanding, contrary to clerical jobs (A5).

This well-paid graduate also said that she wanted to resign her job “at any time” due to
the long working day. She and other employees of her telecommunication company were
trying “to negotiate to work one hour more a day in order to avoid coming on Sundays”

(AS5).

*T This is the legal maximum working time per day in Mexico.
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There were similar statements from other IT graduates: one of them said that his working
time “varies”, that he starts working at 9:00 am, but “nunca sabe cuando termina (I do not

know at what time | will finish). He explains the reason for these unfair conditions:

On one occasion, the server of the Sony company was broken and they asked us
for urgent technical support, paying any amount. | thus worked from 11:00 am to
2:00 or 3:00 am (B1).

| did not ask this graduate if he was paid for the extra seven or eight hours that he
worked giving technical support to Sony. However, extra payment is not the most
important compensation for that working time. Perhaps this was an exceptional example,
but in general terms being employed longer than the legal time may affect worthwhile
activities. For example, a graduate admitted that he did not have the chance to study for
his first degree due to his long working hours. He added, “if you are not committed to the
needs of clients, there will be another person behind you that would do your work” (B1).

This means: no choices at all.

The way in which the constraints of the labour market produce unfair job conditions is an
issue awaiting discussion in Mexico. Given the tremendous shortage of jobs, employers
can be tempted to set their own rules in the labour market, neglecting the well-being of
employees. As an example of this complex problem, one graduate’s account is as

follows:

My job contract states that my working time is eight hours, but | work twelve or fifteen
hours daily; this happens everywhere. There is a competitive labour market in which
it is assumed that if you want to work, go ahead (adelante), if not there will be another
person who does want to “take it or leave it" (A2).

Certainly, the violation of labour contracts happens everywhere, but in the case of the UT
graduates, this “unfreedom” is limiting their main aspiration: to study for a first degree.

This affects graduates” well-being, even though their wages are ranked in the top of our
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classification.

According to a graduate of Environmental Technology, to have a better standard of living,
he would have to resign his job because it is very demanding: “sometimes you have to
come to work on Saturday” (A7), he said. The lesson is that money is not enough for

enlarging people’s freedoms.

On the other hand, it was noticed that none of the graduate interviewed mentioned
institutional support - such as trade unions - for defending their rights as workers. This
raises the lack of another “instrumental freedom” in Neza: protective security. Although
Sen’s definition is focussed on "destitutes”, what is interesting is that this author
conceives development as a process where both institutions and agents converge. The
former are part of the means of development. For this, “to protect” disadvantaged people

by providing “fixed institutional arrangements” would expand people’s freedoms.

The lack of remunerative jobs locally, specialised work that is characterised by
demanding conditions, poorly-paid jobs and a lack of institutional arrangements for
defending the rights of graduates as workers all fuﬁction to limit a larger expansion of
graduates’ entitlements. For example, the vision of running a business becomes a blur
when working time “varies in accordance with the activities assigned” (C2, C3) or when
employed graduates cannot achieve further achievements despite earning high salaries

because “the problem is the lack of time” (C1).

It may be thought that the UT itself is not responsible for all of these “unfreedoms”.
Certainly, 1 would not blame the UT for the employers” attitudes, as the solution should
be found beyond educational policy. However, the next part of this chapter will discuss

how the UT model is failing to ameliorate social and educational inequalities.
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B. The lack of social opportunities in Neza: A cause of inequality

According to Sen, social opportunities include the arrangements that society makes for
education, and these influence the individual's substantive freedom. In relation to
instrumental freedom, “illiteracy can be a major barrier to participation in economic
activities...” (Sen, 1999:39). Since my subject of analysis is university graduates, we
cannot talk about “illiteracy” as a barrier to productive participation. | am concerned with

a technical degree of higher education (Técnico Superior Universitario, TSU).

Prior to the creation of the UT of Neza, there were few universities, and they were mainly
private, so “the UT is the only choice”, as a graduate pointed out (C2). For this reason
and others previously discussed, we ought to recognise the UT as a social opportunity
at Neza. Before the UT’s creation in 1991, the higher education institutions in this region
were, in a graduate’s words, “not recognised” in academic terms (B3). So, in the past,
Neza’s young people were socially excluded from public and highly qualified higher

education services.

One of the effects of having studied at the UT is to encourage its graduates,
independently of their social or economic background, to pursue a first degree. This is
explained by two main factors. The first is that better job positions - which also represent
higher earnings - are occupied not by technicians but by bachelors or engineers.
According to the quantitative analysis, only 6% of graduates surveyed occupied positions
such as “Manager’ or “Director”. The second factor is that there may be gaps in
knowledge acquired by technicians which could be filled by first degree courses.
Therefore, 90% of respondents wanted to study for a first degree as they perceived that

better job prospects would be available if they became bachelors or engineers.
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Taking into account that: (a) the aspiration to become a licenciado or ingeniero (bachelor
or engineer) is remarkable since these young people have experienced unequal
opportunities to choose a university, (b) that they come from the less privileged sectors
of society and that (c) white collar positions are rarely occupied by technicians but rather
by bachelors, it is unfair that the UT was denied the opportunity to provide first degree

courses on its campus.

in 1991, the UT model allowed for the continuity of technical levels within these
institutions, so that graduates had the chance to study for a bachelor’s degree in their
local UT or in another higher education school. The UT of Neza began to offer the
SegUndo Ciclo (Upgrading Process) as a complement to the technical level and

eventually the diploma conferred will be that of bachelor or engineer.

Although the UT of Neza is an institution equipped with all the facilities for teaching
technical levels or undergraduate courses, for unknown reasons*, the Segundo Ciclo
was stopped in all the UTs, causing disenchantment - and political conflicts* - among

graduates. One of them said that:

With the equipment that the UT has and if it offers the first degree, surely this
university would be an academic institution with a great potential. | do not know who
was responsible for this failure [the stopping of the Segundo Ciclo] (B3).

Although the Mexican Secretariat of Public Education recognised that “given Mexico’s
situation and the decision of graduates to continue their studies, it is fair to respond to

this aspiration” (SEP, 1991:22), the General Co-ordination of UTs (CGUT) has not yet

*8 The decision to stop this upgrading process is presumed to derive from political conflicts
between a former under-secretary of higher education and a former under-secretary of
technological education who, it was said, saw consolidation and the expansion of the technological
universities as a threat for the technologica!l institutes.

 On this see the Mexican newspaper E/ Universal on 1* July and 8™ August, 1999.
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given a coherent explanation for the cancellation of the Upgrading Process (Segundo

Ciclo). So, who holds “the respbnsibility for this failure” (B3) is still unknown.

If we agree that the UT graduates come from relatively poor backgrounds, it must be
recognised that, “in economic terms, studying was very difficult” (B8). Because of its short
courses, the public education provided by the UT has been very suitable for people who
need to work in the short term. Despite this, graduates desire to go further in their
studies, but the “the problem is that the UT te limita (limited you); you cannot aspire to

study for a first degree” (B3). This graduate goes further when he explains that:

I am gratefu! for the UT, but | feel a sort of resentment (resentimiento) towards it
because the name of Técnico Superior Universitario (University Technician) limits
you, you are undervalued. The educational authorities did not give us the opportunity
of continuing to the first degree.

(Researcher) Did you want to study to acquire knowledge or to change your diploma?

(B3) The world of knowledge is very wide, though you finish a licenciatura (first
degree), there will be more things to learn

(Researcher) But, do you think that it is necessary to go to school to acquire that
knowledge?

(B3) | am looking for that knowledge by studying in the Poli [National Polytechnic
Institute]

Two lessons may be drawn from this passage. The first is that graduates may require a
deeper knowledge than the UT provides and secondly, that the place for acquiring this
expertise is, basically, a school. Fortunately, this TSU is attending a public polytechnic
institute (Poli), but what is happening to the rest of the UT graduates? When | asked a
graduate if he was studying, he replied negatively because the UT stopped the Segundo

Ciclo. He added:

The UT sent us to another university in which we could study a posgrado (post-
graduate) [sic] course to validate our technical degree.

(Researcher) Which university?
(A2) The Universidad Tecnolégica Americana, UTECA.
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The UTECA is a private university which, according to another graduate (B1), charges
Mx$2,000 tuition fees a month just for finishing the licenciatura. In addition, this school
is not such a “prestigious” institution (B1). Although graduates “have the chance to
validate their previous studies, the problem was to stop the Segundo Ciclo” (C3) because
such revalidacién (validation) is not taking place in public universities - free of charge -

but in private schools.

Given Sen’s argument that “different kinds of freedom interrelate with one another”
(1999:37), it might be thought that different kinds of “unfreedoms” also interrelate with
one another. By tracing graduates” backgrounds it was found that they have had unequal
chances to choose between options in higher education. In addition, due to economic
and social disadvantage, they could study in the UT, but when they wanted to pursue
higher levels of schooling, in order to attain better job conditions, the UT denied them this

right.

Furthermore, Neza's young people cannot be full-time students because they need to
work to maintain or support their households. “To continue my studies | need plenty of
time to be full time student since | have to practice in the labs, but at the same time, |
need to work” (B5) a graduate claimed. Another graduate in Informética (IT) also pointed

out that:

To study for a first degree seems a bit difficult because | need to work and to study at
the same time. My work is very demanding besides it is very far from my house and in
this region you do not find a job easily. | would like to study, but to do it | need to find
a part-time job (B10).

If, as has been shown, the representatives of the productive sector are employing these
graduates for longer hours than are legally allowed, how can graduates be “part-time
workers” in order to be full-time students? A graduate who worked in a clothes factory

argued that the “strongest” restriction on studying for a first degree was:
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the working time, there are some turnos fijos (*fixed” working hours) in this company
and | would need time to study, but the company cannot manage (B2).

As a complement to the poor job conditions, there were few educational opportunities in
some companies, which limits the larger impact of schooling in productive terms.
Inconveniences seem to continue throughout graduates’careers. In the past, graduates

“could not afford to go to school and now time is the main constraint in going” (C3).

Despite being employed and earning a wage, UT graduates do not have the freedom to
do or be “what they have reason to value”. Arguably, this is not only the responsibility of
the UT of Neza but rather a problem in the face of which an integral social policy needs
to be developed. However if this public university would provide first degree courses, as
was originally planned, without charges during weekends or by using distance tools to
reduce costs and, simultaneously, if cooperation agreements could be signed with
companies which employ a considerable number of graduates, the direct and indirect
costs of studying a BA or BSc could be reduced significantly. The benefits of giving first

degree courses in the UT were underlined by a well-paid graduate who said that:

My work is very demanding in terms of time. When the UT offered the Segundo Ciclo
for upgrading our level of technician to one of engineer, | asked for a permit in the job.
That allowed me to study and work at the same time. Unfortunately, the Segundo Ciclo
was stopped (A7).

Apart from offering first degree courses, the UT could also ask for assistance from the
boards of knowledge certification to validate practical expertise in the work place, withthe

aim that graduates would not attend schools regularly, at risk of losing their jobs.

Stopping the Segundo Ciclo (Upgrading Process) in Neza significantly harmed the
economic situation of graduates, and new inequalities may yet emerge thanks to this
unfair action. Furthermore, if the process of upgrading qualifications takes placeinprivate
and poor quality universities, a deterioration of graduates’ qualifications may result.
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In sum, stopping this opportunity limits graduates” aspirations. Political action seems
desirable in order to remove the “unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and little

opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency” (Sen, 1999:xii).

IX. Transforming commodities into functionings at Neza

A central argument in Sen’s theory is that well-being has to be understood in terms of
what people can or cannot do (Sen, 1988). Functionings are different from goods, and

Sen goes on to say that:

In getting an idea of the well-being of the person, we clearly have to move on to
functionings, to wit, what a person succeeds in doing with the commodities and
characteristics at his or her command (Sen, 1985a:10).

In this case, one of the most important commodities possessed by graduates is their pay
as employees. Monetary benefits can be seen as a means for the transformation of more
valuable functionings and thus the achievement of well-being. In order to identify the
limits of this conversion, | asked graduates what they would do if they earned 50% more

than their current wages.

A graduate in Management answered that if he was better paid, he would like “to
complete a first degree and to learn English” (C5). This graduate also explained his

reasons for not studying at the moment. He said that:

This job is very demanding. My working time is from 8:00 to 17:00 pm, but | have to
stay longer and | am finishing at 19:00 or 20:00 pm. That is the reason for not studying
(C5).

~ As was said earlier on, “unfreedoms” may be related and if so their removal becomes a
more complex problem. However, in this case, the UT can rectify its policy and give the

chance to graduates to continue their studies on its own campus without charges and

with flexible time tabling.
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| would say that stopping the Segundo Cicloin the UT of Neza is an unfair policy because
it is widening the gap between those graduates who can afford to study in a private
university and those who cannot. Moreover, it was found that graduates with high wage
levels would pursue study for a master’s course if they earned more money, though a

restriction would be “the working time” (A2).

Amongst graduates who earned a low wage, the problem of studying was much greater.

One of them said that in a case of earning more, he:

would use that money for completing my first degree because tuition fees are very
expensive. They charge me almost Mx$8,500 for four months (C2).

If this graduate earned between one and three times the minimum wage, which means
that his income is not sufficient to afford the tuition fees or that 60% of his wage would
be needed to pay a private university. Another TSU with the same wage level mentioned
that if she had a higher income, she would save it to pay the tuition fees (Mx$3,000),
though in this case, she said, her company would support her during the first term, “but
from then onwards | would have to pay it’ (C3). When this graduate explained how her

company (a brewery) was “supporting” her, another unfreedom emerged. She said that:

We have accepted bad job conditions without complaint (hemos aguantado) expecting
a job opportunity, so the manager offered us a specific amount of money to complete
our first degree, though this should be in a private university because the UT only gives
technical careers. We were very worried about saving money to enter the school, so
the manager proposed to pay for us the first term (cuatrimestre) (C3).

The wait for job opportunities has pushed some UT graduates to work under unfair
conditions with the aim of entering the university and becoming bachelors. The wages
of this graduate are classified as low and she works “in accordance with the activities
assigned”, so she does not have fixed working hours. Two questions arise from this fact:

What would have happened if the UT had provided the Segundo Ciclo (Upgrading
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Process) without charging money to its students? And, does the faimess criterion
trumpeted by the General Co-ordinator of the UT have a limited meaning under these

circumstances?

The project of transforming graduates” incomes into further valuable achievements (e.g.,
studying for a first degree) faces unfreedoms which are closely connected. Although
breaking out from such complexity is beyond the educational system, the UT model is
failing to reduce such inequalities by denying the opportunity to graduates of upgrading

their technical expertise to the level of bachelor.

The last comment, but not the least, regards institutional support for removing
“unfreedoms”. During the interviews it was found that none of the graduates mentioned
financing schemes such as scholarships, grants, vouchers, etc. for completing their first
degrees. On the other hand, when | asked graduates what would happen if they were
fired from their jobs, they answered that they “would knock on some doors” (A2), “to look
for job chances, searching on the intemet’ (B2) or would “look for a job in a private
company” (C5). One graduate mentioned the network which he had built up thanks to his
job, as a means for entering the labour market. “| have known people who have offered

me job positions,” she said.

Unlike the case of Tula (Chapter 9), none of the graduates mentioned the UT’s career
service as a main supportive institution. So attention should be given to the way this

service is operating in the UT of Neza.

X. The other side of the coin: What employers say about the University

Technicians

According to the SEP (1991), the relationship between university and industry
(vinculacion) must begin by discovering the specific needs of the enterprises and

organizations of the region where the UT is based. However, in the case of the UT of
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strengths and weaknesses of TSUs as well as underlining some failures in their links with

the UT.
A. Deficiencies in the relationship between the UT and industry

The relationship between the UT of Neza and the regional enterprises lies not merely in
hiring graduates. In fact, the SEP proposed “a funding paradigm” for the UT in which the
productive sector would provide 25% of the total budget of the UT. Although figures from
this “funding paradigm” have not been published, it appears that this goal is far from

being achieved (as discussed in chapter 6, section V.A).

The SEP also argued that in order to ensure that many students could continue their
studies, a Trust of Grants and Loans (fideicomiso de becas y créditos) should operate
in each UT. The funds should come from “the federal and state governments, the
empresas (enterprises) and other private sectors (ofros particulares)” (1991:48). This
research showed that the support provided by funding schemes has not been enough,

either for studying for a technical career or for a first degree.

In the clothing manufacture, the manager of human resources interviewed argued that
the UT is “failing in sending me people when vacancies are available”. Although this may
not be completely the responsibility of the career service of the UT - since graduates are
responsible for looking for a job - this complaint is consistent with the argument of

another employer who remarked on his weak relationship with the UT. He said that:

Four years ago, we attempted to establish some links with the UT, but there was
a lot of bureaucracy and the objectives were not clear, thus | did not insist because
- sorry for being pedantic - we have many alternatives. We cannot ask constantly
if they [referring to the UT] want to have some links. It is worth saying that we have
some persons in a small group called “divulgacién tecnolbgica (technological
diffusion) which is aimed at contacting universities in order to provide them with
equipment, books, speakers, placements, training for their teachers. In this sense,
we have links with the Itam, the Tec, the Unitec, the Technological Institute of
Tlalnepantla, the Poli (IPN), and of course with the UNAM, with the Universidad
Veracruzana, the Universidad Auténoma de Querétaro, the lteso and with the
Universidad Auténoma de Guadalajara.

-241-



On the other hand, during my meeting with the manpower exchange group, | put a
question on the table: “Do you have more links with the UT apart from the placements?”
Ten employers replied negatively. So it seems that the relationship between the UT and
the employers is not totally consolidated, which is a major shortcoming given that this link

(vinculacién) is one of the pillars of this modern model of higher education.

B. What the UT graduates can do. The opinion of employers

it was found that none of the employers questioned the role of the UT graduates in the
labour market. In fact one of them explained that when he proposed hiring a UT
graduate, his boss was “very pleased” because of the capacity of technicians to adapt
easily to practical tasks: “they are ready to work”, he claimed. Meanwhile, the employer

in the clothes company highlighted the reasons for this suitability. She explained that:

In this type of school the career of Procesos de Produccién (Manufacturing) is
properly taught. We need people in areas such as times and movements and
quality control. As technicians work with practical abilities (estan mas cerca de la
planta), they are employed here.

On the other hand, although the manager of human resources of a transnational
company argued that UT graduates posses enough knowledge (bases adecuadas) to
succeed within the competitive world of work, the representative of the chamber of
recruitment said that the technical diploma was not recognised and thus its holders were
paid less than other professionals. This point supports the argument that, as UT
graduates face bad job conditions, they want to become licenciados (bachelors) in order

to improve their professional situation.

The difference between technicians and bachelors will be discussed below (section D).

First, it is necessary to discuss the weaknesses of graduates as noted by employers.
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C. Some points of view on graduates” attitudes

In comparing graduates from a private technological institute (TEC de Monterrey) with
those of the UT, an employer mentioned the characteristics of the TSUs. She said that

UT graduates:

have technical knowledge as well as the courage (ganas) to work and to learn,
contrary to those graduates, Tec graduates want to earn a lot of money without having
job experience.

The Tec is one of the most expensive private institutions in Mexico, which is selected by
young people from the upper class, their demand for high wages may be explained by
their affluent situation®. It may not be so urgent for the Tec’s graduates to find a job, or
at least, not so much as UT graduates who need to support their households financially.
The “courage to work and learn” may rest on the need to have an income to maintain or
support their households, as most come from the relatively disadvantaged groups.
Therefore, in order to have a clear perspective of TSUs" attitudes, it is fair to trace their
social contexts since naive attitudes and relatively poor socioeconomic backgrounds can

be closely related (see Chapter 9).

The relationship between TSU’s contexts and their individual attitudes was commonly
named by employers as an explanation for TSUs" actions. For example, the manager of

human resources in the clothes company stressed that:

the lack of culture [sic] of these people is evident. | do not know if this is caused by
the region, but | have interviewed some people with problems of communication
and appearance (apariencia) (my italics).

50 . . . .
The manager of human resources of the transnational in electronic equipment

complemented this point by saying that graduates from these schools tend to demand high wages
for the simple fact of having studied in the Tec.
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Could disadvantaged conditions explain people’s attitudes? To what extent can
education modify such attitudes®'? Under what circumstances? These questions need
to be addressed with further research. However, | would like to say that other UTs have
noticed these attitudinal problems among their graduates and therefore have
implemented “personality workshops” in order to empower local young people (see
Chapter 9). In this case, the UT of Neza is not providing such institutional support, even
though the international experts who evaluated the UT system recommended the
enhancement of graduates” attitudes with the aim of improving their access to the labour

market (CGUT, 2000a:16) .

To continue to discuss the relationship between context and people: in an employer’s

words, “the UT graduates are very shy to say: 'l am a technician’. He then added that:

We have in this company some German technicians who occupy positions of
directors and this is because of their mentality, because their context (entorno) has
motivated them to achieve these goals. However in Mexico the entorno undervalues
these professionals. Furthermore, as far as | know, these graduates [referring to
UTs] study at technical level because they were rejected from other universities
and not by their own decision. So they [UT graduates] have a long-standing stigma
(tiene una connotacién que vienen arrastrando) (my emphasis).

This employer clearly stressed the influence of particular context on personality traits.
Because of this, it is essential to analyse the relationship between education and

development, through the lenses of structure and agency approach.

Amartya Sen argues that “the freedom of agency that we individually have is inescapably
qualified and constrained by the social, political and economic opportunities that are
available to us” (1999:xii). So, it is vital to remove various types of unfreedoms that leave
people with little choice and little opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency (Sen,

1999). | suggest that people will not achieve development, merely by being educated or

51 On this, see Latapi (1998) who reflects on “how to educate in an adverse context®
(Educar en un entomo de desaliento).
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trained, if they are still facing contextual handicaps. Therefore, an integral framework of
social policy needs to be designed, in which the UT operates as a social opportunity

which is integrated with complementary public and private supports.

Attitudinal handicaps ‘such as insecurity or shyness come out when the UT graduates
start to interrelate with their colleagues or work mates. The manager of human resources
of the transnational company pointed out that one weakness of these professionals is
that they look “insecure” when they have to discuss particular issues. This attitude, he
said, was not discernable with graduates from, for example, the Tec de Monterrey. In this
school they “have been concerned with equalising technical and humanistic formation

and this is perceived when you can speak with them openly”.

Other employers explained the “shyness” of UT graduates as a consequence of their
ages: “they are afraid because they are very young, for some, this has been their first

job”. However, despite this justification, she also insisted that,

They need to be more open persons, to be more secure and to know how to
communicate (facilidad de palabra) since this company has contacts with many
people. Furthermore, they need to have a actitud de servicio (to be customer-
facing).

Among the employers of the manpower group, one said that the lack of maturity of UT
graduates was an impediment to hiring them even though the wage was not low

(Mx$6,000).

According to some employers, shyness and insecurity prevail among the TSUs. This
shows that even though the UT has precipitated an attitudinal change, it cannot remove
those ways of thinking or behaving which are related to structural inequalities.

Complementary measures need to be integrated with the educational endeavour in order

to improve personal achievements.
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D. Different educational levels as explanations for graduates” desires.

The aim of this part is to examine, through interviews with employers, the differences
between the qualifications of a University Technician (TSU) and those of a bachelor. This
part will discuss to what extent the diploma disease is affecting graduates’ careers, as
well as giving an overview of the general strategies that TSUs could adopt to overcome

this situation.

| begin by saying that when | asked the manager of human resources of the
environmental lab why they have hired graduates from the UT of Neza, she replied as

follows:

We do not need to have a doctor honoris causa to do environmental analysis,
do we? We do need preparados (prepared) and disciplined people, so the UT
graduates have some experience in activities such as quality control

This employer claimed that higher educational levels (doctor honoris causa) are not
required for what the UT graduates do. Furthermore, she highlighted two attitudes
required for doing environmental analysis: “being prepared” and “being disciplined”. What

this employer meant by “disciplined people” was explained as follows:

young people tend to adapt more quickly to particular ways of working than those
people who have worked here for a long time. So, new workers are more
adaptable to new systems of working, this is what | meant by “disciplined people”

“Adaptable” and “disciplined” are two different concepts: they are not synonymous and
cannot be used interchangeably to describe graduates” attitudes. While “adaptable”
refers to the capacity of human beings or things to be altered for new use discipline is
“training imposed for the improvement of physical powers, self-control, etc.” (Collins
English Dictionary 1998). The latter concept seems closer to a state that is achieved

through coercive force and the former is a quality of human beings or things. “Versatile”
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may be a proper synonym of “adaptable”’. Since | did not ask further questions on this
issue, it is difficult to discern what this employer really meant by “disciplined people™:
perhaps it was just a semantic problem. However, we should not overlook the fact that
an economically deprived situation may force graduates to be “disciplined people” and

that must not be confused with the capacity of being adaptable.

To return to analysing what distinguishes a UT graduate from an engineer: the boss of

two TSUs in the environmental lab claimed that:

Some explanations are more easily understood by engineers than by technicians.
This may be explained by lo que estudiaron (the schooling level). What | have
noticed is that UT graduates have a middle qualification (preparacién intermedia)
between one of a graduate from Conalep [upper secondary school] and that of
engineers. So, the UT graduates know more than the former but less than the
latter.

Having said this, the graduates” boss added that UT graduates ought to know more

about “Physics, Chemistry and English, especially in reading rather than speaking”.

This shortage of theoretical knowledge is not exclusively a problem of TSUs in
Tecnologia Ambiental (Environmental Technology). Graduates from Informatica (IT) are
“weak” in knowing how to plan and design an information system, as another employer
said. Despite this fact, the same employer remarked on the capacity of UT graduates to

continue to learn which may lead them to be “better than engineers”.

Arguably, the qualifications of a bachelor or engineer differ from those of UT graduates.
These qualifications “are different and they cannot be compared” as an employer

suggested. She added that:
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It is like comparing a sociologist with an accountant, so their formaciones
[qualifications] are absolutely different. The kind of knowledge and /a forma de
actuar (the way of acting) varied.

(Researcher) Could you be more explicit?

(Employer) The technicians are more narrow-minded (“cuadrados” in their way of
acting and thinking. Furthermore, writing is not their strongest area (no se les da).
For example, they write or structure an idea vaguely, they don‘t know how to write
[sic]. This qualification seems to have been missed in their schools and in this
company, they have to write reports.

This claim is supported by Silva who also found deficiencies in analytical abilities in
students of Informatica (Technology Information). This author argues that “abstract
reasoning, logic and analytical capacity and problem solving” should be promoted in the

learning process (procesos de formacién) of UT students in Informética (Silva 2000).

During the interviews with the employers, strong evidence of the diploma disease
phenomenon was not discernable. In fact, in the clothes company, in the manpower
group, in the environmental analysis lab and in the electronic equipment transnational,
the possibility that a technician could earn more than a bachelor was not denied at all.
In the transnational, for example, the human resources manager for Mexico and Latin

America said that:

In this company, the diploma is a basis that guarantees that the holder has a
minimal theoretical knowledge, but this does not imply that the diploma does all
the work (“trabaje por la gente”). We do not recognise titulos (diplomas). We do
recognise the habilidades (abilities) of people.

He then described the abilities which are highly valued in the employees of this big

company.

We select people under the following characteristics: zero job experience, good
academic level, no less than 70% of English as foreign language and a strong
reasoning capacity.

-248-



“Intellectual activities” appear to be a bonus for being employed in this foreign company,
though the following pedagogic questions emerge: How can reasoning capacity, logic,
analytical thinking and capacity for solving problems be developed? Should the UT shift
its vocational orientation to something more general? Does this require a longer period
of study? How could less privileged young people compensate for the opportunity cost
of studying on longer courses? All these questions need to be addressed by further
research in order to implement a coherent framework of social policy. | do not intent to
discuss the elements of this model of public policy; rather | am concerned with providing

an explanation for graduates” aspiration to become licenciados (bachelors).

It is clear that employers expect more than practical skills in their employees. Despite
recognising that a technician can be better paid than an engineer, the administrative
manager of the environmental analysis lab also pointed out that there were no UT

graduates occupying white collar positions. She said that:

TSUs have been employed here recently, however, in the long term it could
happen, but they need to be more preparados (prepared).

(Researcher) In which areas do the UT graduates need to be more prepared?

(Employer) ...despite the fact that they have been equipped with practical skills,
they require more preparacion in the use and interpretation of statistics since these
activities are commonly done by managers.

(Researcher) Which level of education do managers attain?
(Employer) They studied a licenciatura (first degree)

Once again, the aspiration of the UT graduates to study for a first degree is justified. But
how will they fulfill this aspiration? For some employers, providing educational

opportunities within their plants is still difficult. A manager of human resources said that:

to be honest it is difficult to give that kind of opportunity because the technicians
have to work in different turns as operators. This is easier for people who occupied
administrative jobs and thus they have horario fijo (fixed working journey), perhaps
a negotiation to fix this would be possible, but it is difficult for technicians. Education
is a support but they do not enter this company to be educated, they come to work...
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Apart from highlighting the fact that UT graduates occupy particular positions which do
not allow them to have much free time for studying, the claim of this employer about the
role of education in her company chiefly omitted the idea that education may be an
investment and may allow individuals to improve their production possibilities. If this basic
vision is overlooked, how could we expect employers to agree with the idea of achieving,
through education, “development as freedom”? Nevertheless, there are other cases
which provide a different perspective on what education can do for people and for
society. The employer of the transnational company explained some hiring policies. The

scope of his vision deserves to be quoted at length.

(Researcher) But, why do you want to form people in this company when many
enterprises prefer to save training costs?

(Employer) This has been done for 20 years in Mexico. Through the German
Chamber, we formed a group of companies to do this. This focus differs from that
of the USA companies that think “why should | spend money if | can save it? Our
policy come from a European tradition...

(Researcher) What are the benefits of this hiring policy?

(Employer) We have particular and general benefits. The former is that we hire
qualified people. We have the chance to observe them and to form them in
accordance with our needs. The general benefit is that, though they do not stay
working here, we are contributing to society, and the whole country, by providing
a person with més alta preparacién (higher schooling) than that offered in the
university.

It is worth mentioning that the graduate employed in this transnational had a “very high”
level of job satisfaction, so by comparing graduate and employer evidence, we can show

that their accounts can be considered reliable.

[t can be argued that from the evidence collected from the companies, a diploma disease
was not discernable. Although employers did not deny that technicians could earn more
than bachelors, they also noted deficiencies in the intellectual abilities of the technicians.
Therefore, it seems very difficult for a TSU occupy a strategic position while they lack
abilities such as a logical way of thinking, reasoning capacity and an analytical

perspective on solving problems. How to bridge this gap in knowledge is a challenge for
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Mexican policy makers.

In short, there are significant differences between a technical qualification and that of
engineer or bachelor, and thus the aspiration of UT graduates to become licenciados is

not just a whim but a reasoned decision.

To understand how education encourages developmental processes it is necessary to
look at the ways in which the labour market is operating, since several “unfreedoms” have

been identified in this part of the virtuous cycle.
Conclusions

When the UT of Neza was created in 1991 under the modern idea of being a boost in
local and regional terms, social and economic inequalities were neglected. As a resuit,
the way in which this academic institution is contributing to the improvement of the living

conditions of its graduates differs from that expected by the Mexican authorities.

Although a high proportion of UT graduates were unable to attend the public universities
of Mexico City because of their failure in a national examination, and because of their
economic restrictions, the UT did prevent their exposure to a more deprived situation.

Given this fact, it is unfair to call this technological university a “reproducer’ of

inequalities.

If we were to do s0, the role of this academic space would be severely reduced and we
would be making the same misunderstanding as the manpower planning principle that
specific workforce is suitable for particular job occupations, and thus that economic
growth will be attainable through this correlation. Both deterministic and functionalist
perspectives, miss the points that “education and training are embedded in human
beings” (to borrow from Bowles), who have the capacity of act or reactin accordance with

their aspirations, motivations and expectations, and that expectations of UT graduates
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are not compatible with those of the educational planners of the employers.

Through its short courses, the UT has met locals’ needs to study for a technical career,
for the immediate needs of the productive sector. So, Neza’s young people have been
equipped with relevant skills for getting a job quickly, which is remarkable since, before
the creation of the UT, they were socially excluded from educational services. This
benefit has allowed graduates to build up their entitlements and participate in productive
and social activities. Furthermore, personal improvements such as promoting confidence
and self-reliance, overcoming shyness, and so on were effects achieved through

involvement in a learning space. Thus the UT represents an important social opportunity

within this Mexican municipality.

One of the most important benefits of studying atthe UT is that graduates, independently
of their class or socioeconomic background, feel motivated to study for a first degree.
This reasoned decision responds to the needs of human beings to improve their poor job
conditions. Lack of local and remunerative occupations, low wage rates, and long working

time - which sometime is illegal - are more than two “unfreedoms” from which UT

graduates are trying to escape by studying for a first degree.

However, the process of upgrading a technical degree into'a bachelor’s degree involves
graduates in further difficulties. When the UT, for unknown reasons, stopped the
possibility of upgrading to first degree courses within its campus, it harmed the economic
and academic situation of Neza's young people. No free public universities are upgrading
graduates to be bachelors, while private universities in Mexico City, whose academic
quality is questionable, are accepting UT graduates to convert them into bachelors. This
unfair policy may precipitate greater socialinequalities because only those TSUs who can
afford the direct and indirect costs of gaining a higher qualification will go to prestigious
universities, whereas those who do not have the money for further study may have to

continue to deal with the unfair job conditions.
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Although UT graduates showed their will to expand their functionings and to realise their
desired quality of life, structural disadvantages repeatedly appeared. The challenge is to
remove these unfreedoms which, as Sen argues, “leave people with little choice and little
opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency”, because it is clear that education

cannot do it alone.
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Chapter 9

A coupling of modernization and deprivation. The case of
the UT of Tula.

Introduction

To understand how education impacts on the lives of human beings, it is necessary to
exémine the contextual conditions in which people thrive since “our opportunities and
prospects depend crucially on what institutions exist and how they function” (Sen,
1999:142). Following this idea, this chapter argues that the Technological University of
Tula has impinged on graduates’ lives in two ways. On one hand, studying a technical
career allows students to acquire practical skills which meet the needs of regional
employers and, therefore Tula’s young people attain a job very quickly. Though the first
job destinations are mainly characterised by their poor conditions, this step taken by UT

graduates represents a “giant leap” toward more valuable achievements.

On the other hand, as graduates accumulate job experience and come to understand
how the “world of work” functions, they need to study for a bachelor’s degree in order to
obtain a better job. But, this aspiration cannot be met due to the lack of social
opportunities in Tula, hence UT graduates tend to migrate from the region. Even though
the migration of graduates can be regarded as a personal achievement, it is more likely
that affluent young people would do it than those who occupied low-paid jobs, whose
families could not afford the cost of studying outside of Tula. This fact produces two
regressive effects. The first is a greater inequality between “educated-affluent” people
and “educated-non-affluent’ individuals. The second effect is a regional effect commonly

known as “brain-drain”,
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In the seventh part, the opinion of nine employers interviewed regarding the academic
formation of the UT graduates are presented. Here it can be argued that there exist/
differences between a technical level of instruction and that of bachelor since employers
stressed the lack of analytical skill of the UT graduates and the necessity of equipping

students with “deeper” knowledge .

The last part concludes that, far from merely allocating a practical workforce to the
immediate needs of the regional companies, the education provided by the UT can
surpass its modern rationale by encouraging human beings to look for better
opportunities which cannot be met locally. A removal of such barriers are desirable in

order to expand the human capabilities of Tula’s young people.
I. The general characteristics of the UT graduates interviewed

Of the 144 respondents, a non-probability sample of technicians was designed in order
to conduct an in-depth interview with the aim of identifying “hidden” factors in the
relationship between their academic instruction and their lives. The main criteria for
selecting the UT graduates were: (a) their job situation (employed or unemployed) and,
(b) their wage level (high, middle, low) in accordance with our own criteria. Twenty six
graduates were interviewed, of which 19 were employed and seven unemployed. As we
can see in Table 9.1, this sample includes University Technicians (hereafter referred to
as TSUs) from different ages, sexes, years of graduation, career and job situations,

occupations, levels of job satisfaction and main expectations at the time of interview.

It is worth saying that during the interviews the majority of graduates replied confidently
to all questions and expressed their opinions freely and clearly independently of their
socioeconomic situation, career or wage level. Interviews mainly took place in their
houses or work places. They also agreed to come to the UT, and were always in a very

friendly mood. For these reasons, | have no doubts about the accuracy of their
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Table 9.2 Functionings to be evaluated by category

Personal Improvements Professional Achievements
1. Being able to feel confident and self- 5. Being able to acquire the knowledge
reliant. required in a job position.
2. Being able to visualize life plans. 6. Being able to look for and to ask for
better job opportunities

3. Being able to transform commodities 7. Being able to choose jobs desired.
into functionings

4. Being able to develop further abilities.

A. What can a graduate be thanks to the UT

As was argued earlier, the UTs are targeted at the educational demand of those young
people from less privileged regions. For this segment of people, as the Mexican
governmentrecognises (SEP, 1991) a long stay in schoolis a “burden” for graduates and
their families since the former have to work in order to support or to maintain their
households. This high opportunity cost of studying has been reduced by offering shbrt
term courses at the UT since entrants “do not have too much money” and, eventually,
they also have a “high probability of having a job” (D5). Arguably, under this point of view
the implementation of the UT within Tula has responded to the existing conditions of
locals. But, going to school may also represent a turning point in the life of people who

have been excluded from these kinds of opportunities.

Forexample, afemale graduate argued that the main contribution of the UT was “simply”,
to gain independence once she left her house during her studies and thus she could

become a “self-sufficient person”. She proceeds by explaining:

| had a job, which, | could attain because | was studying. So, the UT helped me
to be more accountable and it facilitated the transition to independence (C1).

-261-



? 2 > > &
O *
' & 0
C -*D
/
/
E >
3 7 1
9 *>1>(
> > 7
& > 8 ?
AB 2 J>
& O 0 \ &
C%6D
?
0

%

'‘HOH'



terms of social policy. Allowing Tula’s young people to acquire knowledge for being
employees is a first step in expanding human capabilities, since it allows people to obtain
an income with which they can transform their “commodities” into more valuable
achievements (to use Sen’s terminology). But, to do it, they will also need an institutional

framework that supports their aspirations. | will take up this point later.

According to graduates, some others benefits of studying in the UT were those of
learning “how to teach”; “how to work in groups”, “to learn from other people”, “to study
by myself* and “to value what my parents have done for me”. In addition, improved self-
discipline was underlined as a consequence of having attended the UT. For instance, a
graduate recognised that: I did not have the habit of studying, so the time that | spent
here in the UT helped me to change that attitudes; it was a positive change” (B3). This
leads us to consider that the UT may work as a first step toward a life-long learning
process. From a technical career, people might wish to study at higher levels of

education.

Having described some of the personal achievements fostered by the education process,

it is appropriate to analyse what graduates can do with their knowledge acquired in the

UT.

B. What can University Technicians do

As was argued in Chapter 7, the access of the UT graduates to the labour market has
been very quick. Of 138 graduates with formal employment, 84 (61%) got their job
position in less than three months and this is partially for two reasons. First, in a
graduate’s words, “the UT help us to acquire practical skills” (D3) which are developed
as a result of its “curriculum based in 70% practice and 30% theory that suits the needs

of industry” (A1) so, the “UT courses are focussed more on practice rather than in theory

and this helps a lot” (B2) when one looks for a job.
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because they were “learning a lot” in their current positions. Another technician seemed
very cautious in his reply, he said that; ‘I have to analyse “many factors before leaving

my job position”.

Therefore, it can be said that, rather than presenting an accurate account of the capacity
of graduates to lead productive lives, what was underlined was the importance of having
an occupation as a basis for obtaining further achievements. There were not sufficient
factors for arguing that thanks to the UT education, graduates could resign from a low-

paid job.

The next part examines the type of achievements that graduates can use to struggle

against employment difficulties.

2. Facing unemployment? An exploration of graduates reactions

According to Sen, unemployment “contributes to the social exclusion of some groups,
and it lead to losses of self-reliance, self confidence and psychological and physical
health” (1999:21). Due to these harmful effects on human beings, an exploration of the
ways in which educated people could deal with a hypothetical unemployment situation

is crucial for a broad understanding of the human capabilities approach.

| asked UT graduates about strategies or actions that they would undertake in case of
facing a jobless situation. Although | was careful not to mention the career service of the
UT, some employed interviewees commented on the importance of having this kind of
services which has been very “supportive” (C4). In this regard, graduates constantly
mentioned the name of the Head of the Alumni Department, Mr. Miguel A. Cruz, who has
played a key role in facilitating the job searching. A well-paid graduate pointed out that
he had attained his three jobs “thanks to the bolsa de trabajo (career service) of the
university, whose head had let me know where job opportunities were” (A5). | found no

reason to doubt these accounts since | observed dozens of graduates having a look at

-265-



the job prospect list of the university. Furthermore, | was invited to an exchange meeting
in which employers, from a wide range of enterprises, offered their vacancies to the Head

of the Alumni Department of the University of Tula.

As with employed graduates, four jobless TSUs recognised the work of the Alumni
Department in the process of seeking a job. An unemployed graduate of Manufacturing
course said that, “thanks to him [Mr. Miguel A. Cruz] | could know what job positions were

available” (D6).

Another element for struggling against unemployment is the accumulated knowledge
gained through a permanent activity. Work experience was raised as a key element for
demanding better job positions. A low-paid graduate answered that he would resign a

bad job, though “not at the beginning of the professional career” but

once you have gained experience; one has the capacity to demand better
things. If you achieve this, there is no reason to be conformist (C7).

Even thought graduates could lose their current job positions, they seemed confident
about entering the labour market again by “selling” their job experience. It can be said
that with academic knowledge on one hand and job experience on the other, graduates
may have the chance to access the labour market more easily. They certainly feit

confident about it as this passage confirms:

| am not afraid of being unemployed because | can work in any other enterprise. | know
that | am very well-trained and | can do my work in any productive area thanks to the
knowledge that | acquired in the UT (B1).

It is worth noting the expression used by this graduate: “l am not afraid” since UT rectors
and authorities had highlighted the naive attitudes of Tula’s young people. As was
argued earlier on, the Alumni Department of the UT of Tula implemented extra curricular

activities to foster graduates” self-confidence and “to empower them” (see Chapter 6).
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Arguably, the Alumni Department of the UT of Tula has worked remarkably well as an
institutional support for cultivating graduates achievements and, to some extent, for
exposing the real opportunities that graduates might have. This supports the claim made
by Amartya Sen presented in the beginning of this chapter which states that, “[...]
opportunities and prospects depend crucially on what institutions exist and how they

function” (Sen, 1999:142).

But job experience also has side benefits such as its creation of the possibility to build
up a network of informal contacts®? which are needed to improve the quality of life of
graduates. Graduates expressed that “a positive point of the job experiences is that you
can establish social relations® (A4), therefore, in case of losing their jobs they may
“contact friends” (B3). So, “with adequate social opportunities, individuals can effectively

shape their own destiny and help each other” (Sen, 1999:11).

In short, institutional support, job experience and social networks appear as three
supportive conditions of the UT development-oriented educational model which have
been operated successfully. This helps us to argue that, when educational policies are
put together with institutional actions, the process of expanding human capabilities can
be more effective than the simpling expecting striking results with the opening of
universities within poor regions. A complementary part of this idea relates to what people
desire, that is, their motivations and aspirations which also have to taken into account

in the process of development.

lll. Reasons for studying a first degree. Real needs or people’s whims?

Having discussed and evaluated some personal and professional achievements of those

who have studied in the UT, it is fair to investigate the aspirations of graduates since

52 Further evidence of this can be found in the study of Purna Sen (1999), who found that
saocial networks and educational attainment are two crucial factors which help women to resist and
to struggle against domestic violence in Calcutta.
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Another interesting point raised in the last quotation was the awareness of the UT
graduates who perceive a “fierce competitiveness” within the “productive sector” and
react by pursuing a better academic background. They are agents who do not want to
rest on their laurels, so they said that they wanted to study because they “do not want to
have the same situation” (B1). Still, however, a key question: can graduates meet their
aspirations within their regional context? This answer will be addressed in section |V.

Now, let us discuss the reasons for studying a first degree.

As was discussed in Chapter 6, policy makers, civil servants, UT rectors and the OCDE
explained that the aspiration to study a first degree can be explained by “the traditional
attraction of the licenciatura” (OCDE, 1997). They assume that the UT graduates desire
to become licenciados because there is not a proper recognition of the technical diploma
by employers and society. But is the aspiration of upgrading technical expertise to one
of bachelor only a cultural expression of a higher status? In order to address this question
| would say that it is possible that a “diploma disease” exists in Mexico and specifically
at Tula, since this phenomenon, as the OCDE recognises, “has an international
dimension” (1997). Butthe high tendency of UT graduates wanting to study a first degree
should have broader explanations beyond the “conservative thinking” of Mexicans, as a
former under-secretary of higher education believed (Reséndiz in La Jornada newspaper

27.01.00).

As was said earlier on, graduates enjoy better opportunities in the labour market if they
study a first degree instead of holding a technical level for their entire lives. Even though
the majority of respondents, could have had a job and could have achieved some
improvement as technicians, they link higher degrees of schooling with better social and

economic chances. This is confirmed by a unemployed graduate who recognised that:

-269-



| did not have problems finding a job, however, | had difficulties when | wanted to have
a better job because of the level [of technician]. Although the UT academic formation
is solid, “the real world of work” demands a diploma of engineer (D1).

The differences between a technical qualification and that of bachelor require
explanation, so the next part explains why the aspiration of the UT graduates to go

further in their studies is justified.

“To be or not to be (a technician). That is the question”

While some Mexican educational authorities believe the problem of acknowledgement
of the TSU diploma has a cultural explanation derived from the highly credential
conscious society, 96% of respondents of the UT of Tula desired to study a first degree
and not without justification. The general aim of the majority of graduates is to upgrade
their technical knowledge by finishing their first degree, especially in engineering, as this
process will help them to “climb up the organizational hierarchy” (B3) of their enterprises.
Perhaps this promotion may allow or enable graduates “to earn more” (B1) as bachelors

than technically trained people.

Differences between a TSU and a bachelor have been commonly overlooked by the
OECD and the Mexican civil servants. However, UT graduates have noted a shortage of
knowledge when they have embarked upon particular activities. For example, a well-paid

graduate argued that:

...my current position implies a high level of responsibility which has been very difficult to
deal with; 1 think that If | would have studied an advanced level of education | could
manage my assigned tasks easily (A4).

According to this graduate, “assigned tasks” referred to activities such as “to undertake
management actions”, “to make decisions”, “to establish public relations”, “to treat and
to report directors”, “to manage people” for which, “he does not have experience” (A4).

In general terms, these shortages of expertise may be related to personal abilities that
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the time of studying apparently does reflect the level of knowledge acquired. While a first
degree course takes four or five years one of TSU takes only two years, though the latter
may be “intensive, it does not mean that it is extensive enough” (D6). A graduate put this
idea succinctly: “While a University Technician studies an issue in a week, the bachelor

studies the same topic in a semester’(A4).

As was argued earlier, graduates know that “the world is becoming more competitive”,
so they are trying to, “upgrade [their] level of education in order to read for a B.A” (D6)

with the aim of improving their professional prospects”.

Apart from having reasoned aspirations, a graduate also claimed that “we all have the
right to that opportunity” for further education (D6). Certainly, all human beings have the
right to studying in according to the World Declaration on Higher Education held in Paris

in 1998. It states that:

Higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit, in keeping with
Article 26.1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. As a consequence, no
discrimination can be accepted in granting access to higher education on grounds of race,
gender, language, religion or economic, cultural or social distinctions, or physical
disabilities (UNESCO, 2000:Web-Site).

it is necessary to investigate whether or not graduates aspirations and rights can be
accomplished by regional conditions since these facilities contribute to the expansion of
human freedom (Sen, 1999). This will be discussed in the next part, meanwhile it is fair
to claim that studying in the UT has been “essential to jump up to a first degree” (D6).
The degree of University Technician (TSU) has represented a solid basis for the

promotion of a life-long learning process from which graduates can benefit both in

personal and professional terms.

IV. Regional opportunities. Dealing with “unfreedoms”

According to Amartya Sen, “development consists of the removal of various types of
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unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and little opportunity of exercising their
reasoned agency” (1999:xii). This is consistent with the idea of connecting people’s
aspirations with their real opportunities. This part argues that there are two main barriers
constraining the development of the UT graduates within Tula. Economic restrictions and

social opportunities.

A. Economic facilities within Tula

Economic facilities, as the Nobel prize winner argues, refer to “the opportunities that
individuals respectively enjoy to utilize economic resources for the purpose of
consumption, or production, or exchange”. He adds that “the economic entitlements that
a person has will depend on the resources owned or available for use as well as on

conditions of exchange [...]" (Sen 1999:39).

Within a legal social structure, owning money requires in most cases, an employment

which is the source of a certain level of endowment. In Sen’s words:

For much of humanity the only endowment that is at all significant is labor power. The
majority of the world’s people have little resource other than labor power, which may
come combined with a variable amount of skill and experience (1999:162).

Through employmentand wage income people can buy food, produce other commodities
or exchange goods to enhance their well-being. This part analyses how the labour power

of the UT graduates, their skills and experience are applied in Tula’s labour market.

In order to begin to understand the economic facilities of Tula, it is useful to remember
that in the state where the UT is based, Hidalgo, the bulk of its occupied population
(31.27%) received salaries between one and two times the minimum wage when 17% of
its population aged 15 and over had a schooling level of upper secondary and higher
education (INEGI, 1999a). In accordance with the national statistics, Hidalgo does not

seem an attractive region for educated people. This research supports that point.
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During the interviews, it was found that graduates from various wage levels, stressed the
lack of fair payments. In one case, a low-paid graduate pointed out that, at Tula, “there
are many enterprises, but the negative factor is the low wage level” (C3). In another, a
well-paid graduate comments on Tula” wage rates which are below “those paid in Mexico

City or in the State of Mexico” (A5).

Interestingly, afemale, unemployed from the career of Manufacturing Processes, argued
that at Tula, “there are plenty of jobs for this career, but they are very badly paid”. In fact,
she recognises that one reason for choosing to be unemployed was the low wage rates:
“if one does not have a real need to work, one can look for a better chance” (D5). This
explains, in part, why there are higher rates of unemployment among more educated
people: Being jobless for a university graduate may not be so painful as for those
persons with low educational attainment who usually come from the poorest brackets of
society. In this case, it was found that this graduate could survive without employment
thanks to a temporary job provided by her parents in their small business. This represents
an exceptional case because, as was argued earlier, UT graduates come from the
poorest segments of the Hidalgos society, so the question remains open: what happens
in the case of those graduates who do have the necessity of working when they do not
have family support? To address this question, the testimony of a graduate may be

useful:

(Researcher) What do you think are the causes of low-paid jobs?

(B1) Sometimes, the responsibility is ours because we have not been able to demand fair
salaries and we accept any payment...this is because people in this region are very poor,
so they accept being badly-paid instead of being jobless; so we are responsible for the low
wages paid in companies...

(Researcher) Could you please name some?
(B1) An example are the textile industries (textileras).

Having to choose between being either a badly paid graduate, or being unemployed is

not indicative of a high quality of life. If the quality of life is determined by the options the
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In doing so, the importance of Amartya Sen’s work on development studies should not
be underestimated. He has helped us to reformulate the idea of education as a faqtor of
development by introducing a human interpretation. Thinking in a holistic way, Sen
argues that “there is a complementarity between individual agency and social
arrangements” (1999:xii) thus, educators could use Sen’s propositions to investigate the

impact of education on human beings and of how contextual conditions affect such links.

This research appealed to graduates” histories to highlight such "complementarity”. Here
are more examples. When | asked an unemployed female graduate about the regional

opportunities at Tula, she replied as follows:

There is something lacking within this region and there is something lacking in myself. On
one hand, although there are many enterprises in this region, there are not the job
opportunities that we expected, and on the other hand, | need enthusiasm... (D4).

By exploring peoples” aspirations, motivations, needs, and, even, feelings; the
relationship between education and development could be better understood. There is
much that education can do for development but “it cannot do it alone” (to use Levin and
Kelley’s words), supplementary conditions are required and, remarkably, Sen calls these
supplementary conditions “instrumental freedoms” which are political freedoms, economic

facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees and protective security.

Within the “complementarity between individual’s agency and social arrangements”,
education may occupy a relevant place as people’s reasoning can be fostered by the

academic instruction as the following history shows:

(Researcher) Does this region give you facilities for having personal and professional
development?

(C1) There are opportunities, but we fear taking them, | fear starting....
(Researcher) What could help you to feel more confident?

(C1) Having deeper knowledge in my area; | only know something about
manufacturing, but is not enough...
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There are personal attitudes that may block graduates’ chances within their context.
Education can restore this lack of functionings as a low-paid graduate can, for instance,
seek to upgrade their professional knowledge to feel more confident. The point is helpful
to know whether or not there exist suitable social opportunities both to acquire “deeper

knowledge” and, consequently, to overcome the handicaps.
B. The social opportunities at Tula

Following Sen, social opportunities “refer to the arrangements that society makes for
education, health care and so on, which influence the individual’s substantive freedom
to live better” (1999:39). As stated in Chapter 5, higher education institutions were non-
existent at Tula municipality, so the creation of the UT was indispensable (SEP, 1991a).
Decentralising educational services to distant and poor regions was interpreted by the
General Coordinator of the Technological Universities, Mr. Arturo Nava as “equity
criterion”, since it allows more people to access the higher education system. Arguably,
young people from Tula have benefited from the implementation of the UT. According to
them, their lives would not have changed if they had not had an academic space whithin
which to develop their abilities. One of these abilities was to encourage UT graduates to
be aware of opportunities given by the labour market and, thus to encourage them to
pursue a first degree which is remarkable since they come from less privileged sectors

of society.

Like any Mexican youngster, Tula’s also have the right to meet their educational
aspirations independently of their “economic, cultural or social distinctions”, so “higher
education shall be equally accessible to all” (to borrow from the World Declaration on
Higher Education). However, this is not happening in Tula. Even thought UT graduates

want to “finish their first degree”, there are no schools to help them to upgrade their

knowledge. As a result they are
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This fact may widen the gap between those graduates who can afford the cost of
education outside their region, and those who cannot®. Although the UT contributed to
the promotion of functionality by, for example, enabling graduates to look for better
opportunities, this achievement it being restrained by economic restrictions. It can thus
be said that there is a mismatch between “what a person is actually able to do” and “her
real opportunities” (to use Sen’s terminology). A graduate confirms that, he would have
liked to have studied an engineering career in a technological institute or in the National

Polytechnic Institute (IPN) - whiéh is in Mexico City -, however, he recognises that:

| missed application dates in the IPN, so [ could not enter this school nor the state
technological institute; my family also had some economic problems, so | might remain in
this zone. For this reason | chose the UT, but my first option was the IPN; | never could
leave this region...(B1).

This passage calls into question the core issue of the “equity criterion” in the educational
system. Can “equity” exist within the higher education subsystem when graduates choose
a public educational option in accordance with their low economic level?*® Though it is
evident that with the creation of the UT, people who had not had access to higher
education before now could now study a technical degree, a broader notion of the “equity
criterion” is needed since economic inequalities of Tula have strong repercussions on
people’s choices concerning educational options. Some graduates families could only
afford “short careers which are not expensive” (C1); other graduates “could not enter” the
prestigious public universities for economic constraints (C7); or, these institutions have
not “accepted them” (A4, A5, C1). So the question remains open: Can equity exist in the

educational system when people make decisions in accordance with their economic

3% Another effect of the lack of educational opportunities within Tula may be that graduates

tend to study in poor quality schools (so-called escuelas patito in Mexico) eroding academic quality
of higher education professionals.

% In our quantitative analysis, it was found that, of 177 graduates, 11% of respondents
chose the UT of Tula because they were not accepted at the UNAM, IPN or at the UAM.
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situation?

But, the cost of studying and the selection of the UT are subjects of another analysis and
I do not intend to discuss this issue here since my concern is with the cost of upgrading
the technical knowledge of graduates. In this regard, a low-paid graduate recognised that
he would like to acquire “deeper knowledge” and to study an industrial engineering

career, but he is having problems trying to:

Pay for my career; | cannot get a part time job and study at the same time because
my family cannot support me; | could not afford it (C1).

The opportunity cost of studying prevails even for UT graduates who hold a job position.
Thus, “education is now a privilege due to economic limitations” (A6), rather than a right
equally accessible to all. For these reasons, some graduates are looking for opportunities
outside Tula that allow them to compatibilize their higher education studies with their

economic compromises. In this regard, a well-paid graduate explains:
| am married and this situation limits my posibilities [of studying]; | have to work.

Fortunately | am having the chance to work and to study at the same time in the
Technological Institute of Orizaba® (A6).

It is worth mentioning that in 1991, the UT model allowed for the continuity of technical
level within the UT, so graduates had the chance to study a first degree in.their local
institution or in another higher education institution. The SEP assumed that; “given
Mexico’s situation and the decision of graduates of continuing their studies, it is fair to
respond to their aspiration” (SEP, 1991:22 my italics). Therefore, the UT began to offer
the Segundo Ciclo (Upgrading Process) as a complement to the technical level and

eventually the diploma conferred would be that of bachelor. However, for unknown

%6 Orizaba is a city that belongs to another far state: Veracruz.
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opportunity cost of attending school. In addition, public bodies for certifying skills in the
workplace would be useful as would cooperation agreements with the regional employers
for jointly providing first degree courses within companies since time was identified as
another constraint for studying. Working time aé well as gender issues are analysed

below. Both variables show how external factors obscures what education can do.

1. Working time

If “different kinds of freedom interrelate with one another” (Sen, 1999:37), one mightinfer
that diverse kinds of unfreedom also interrelaté with one another. Low-paid salaries;
economic restrictions; lack of free higher education options that offer bachelors degrees
and a neglect of “institutional relations” that allow specific boards to certify knowledge are

combined with long working journeys that impede a further learning process.

Both unemployed and employed graduates argued that it is very difficult to study as they
want because they “do not have time as [they] have to work during different shifts
(turnos)” (AB). This means that they have to work constantly twelve hours a day for two
days and then they rest for two; therefore graduates work only fifteen days a month.
Although these *flexible” shifts do not exceed the legal hours of working, they do affect

the time that could be devoted to studying a first degree.

According to an unemployed graduate, to make study and work compatible seems

very complicated. She could not cope with this requirement since,

in the Technological Institute of Querétaro asked me to take four courses when |
only wanted to study two...(D2).

On the other hand, it seems that the nature of certain technical jobs require more working
time than, for example, clerical jobs. A graduate from the career of Manufacturing
Processes explained that her “area demanded too much time” and then recognised that,

“our shift is, in theory, nine hours, but we have to stay longer” (B2). In this regard, a well-
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paid graduate stressed that:

..in this area, the work shift is very flexible. In theory | should work from 8:00 a.m. to
17:30 p.m. including a lunch break of an hour and a half; but | stop working at around
18:00 or 19:00 (A4).

Although this graduate recognised that “extra time was paid *, working longer shifts have
side effects that may affect some groups more than others. For instance, those women
who need to feed their babies or to travel long distances to get their houses. The way in

which women are to deal with gender bias is discussed in the next part.

2. Gender bias in the Jabour market

The proportion of women of Hidalgo’s population was 52% (INEGI, 2000) while its
economically active female segment was 34% (STPS, 2000b). In educational terms, the
schooling average of women was slightly lower than that of men (7.9 and 8.2 grades,
respéctively) (INEGI, 2000). The quantitative analysis showed that, of 39 respondents

without formal employment, 16 were women (43%).

On the other hand, although the sample of graduates interviewed for this research was
not randomly selected, it can be noted that the bulk of well-paid technicians are male,
while most women are distributed in the most disadvantéged groups (see Table 9.1). Six
out of eight graduates were earning the lowest wage rates and three of the seven jobless

were women. This may be explained partially by the testimony of a female graduate who

... hoticed that some enterprises in which | applied for a job position, machismo prevails.
It seems that women are categorised for clerical work such as secretary or receptionist and
we are neither suitable nor accepted in work based in the plant (C2).

Since the UT offers a vocationally-oriented career, they mightimply that “heavy tasks” will
. be involved such as hammering or assembling. However, differences between the nature

of certain jobs and gender discrimination should not be confused. An unemployed woman
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from the career of Industrial Maintenance explained that she experienced problems in
getting a chance in the labour market due to clear discrimination. In this sense, she
reflected that “we, and | am speaking for those women who wish to work in maintenance,
find that doors are shut down because employers are expected to hire only men” (D2).
She highlighted the masculine vision of an employer of a transnational company by
saying:

When | applied for my first job in a transnational company, the manager of the human

resources department said that | should study cooking or sewing, but | tried to convince

him to Lve me a chance...In another company they clearly told me: “woman, no
thanks”.

It is unfair that employers adopt a masculine bias when, of 100 inhabitants in Hidalgo, 50

are women.

Even though this accusation of discrimination cannot be generalised to all employers,
these findings increase the need to develop further studies on equality within certain
companies, especially textile industries. Another female graduate - with a four year old

child - explained why she had not found a proper job. She said that:

...wages were very low and jobs were very time demanding, with shifts from 9:00 am to
9:00 pm with a lunch break of two hours. As well as they were very far from my house...
and, moreover [l noted that] some textile industries required men, and they asked me for
a first degree despite the fact that | have some job experience...(D7)

So, low wage rates, long shifts, and masculine values are factors that constrain “the
process for expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy” (Sen, 1999:3). Therefore, the
necessity of studying what a person can do as a result of education should be integrated

with an accurate analysis of labour conditions provided by employers.

% The names of both companies were omitted in this narrative as well as the name of
the manager of human resources of the transnational.
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VI. Transforming money into functionings. lllustrations from Tula

As was argued in Chapter 1, the human capital theory based upon correlations and the
function production have been the dominant approach in the analysis of the relationship
between education and development which is understood as economic growth. Despite
the importance of these studies, further research needs to be developed since the human
capital theory “teli[s] us nothing about why economic growth is sought in the first place”
(Sen, 1999: 295). How a person could use her economic benefits derived from her
educational attainment is a missed point in the study of education and development, and

Sen attempts to fill this gap by arguing that;

If a person can become more productive in making commodities through education, better
health and so on, it is not unnatural to expect that she can, through these means, also
directly achieve more - and have the freedom to achieve more - in leading her life
(1999:294).

So, this part analyses what a UT graduate could do once they are employed and earning
money in order to develop more valuable “functionings” and, thus, well-being. In other
\)vords, how are they using their money as means of personal and professional

improvement.

Sen (1985) argues that a functioning is different from having a good, so well-being
cannot be defined in the terms of the characteristics of goods possessed by a person,
but rather by his or her achievements. In this vein, money must be transformed into
valuable functionings. So, money, as a means, is a key part in the expansion of

capabilities or freedoms.

If UT serves as a means to attain a remunerative job and thus to get a well-paid job, the

possibility of transforming money into functionings seems more likely. A graduate

confirms this point by saying that:
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| got a well-paid job, so I live well; | can know other places, other people and, what is
more important, my family is satisfied with my performance... (A7).

In this case money has brought personal satisfaction. But Iargér effects can be expected
thanks to education. In accordance with the quantitative analysis, 23 out of 100
graduates hoped in the short term, to open a business. During the in-depth interviews,
this expectation was corroborated by some graduates when | asked them what they
would do if they earned 50% more in addition to their current wage. A female graduate

replied as follows:

| would like to own a house for my office...] am also saving to study my B.A. in
Querétaro because here in the capital of the state, Pachuca, they cannot validate
my previous studies of TSU (A1).

Though this graduate mentioned how she was using her money instead of how she
would use extra resources, it is worth noting that, despite the fact that she was earning
a good salary, she had entrepreneurial intentions as well as educational aspirations. In
the same way, another well-paid graduate said that if he earned more, he would allocate
those extra resources “for saving up to run a big business and to continue studying; that
is, to invest in myself” (A5).

So money can be used for the development of higher functionings such as running a
business or studying a first degree. The limitations of opening a business were not
sufficiently explored in this chapter to provide an accurate perspective, but in the case
of educational aspirations, it can be said that the lack of social opportunities and
economic restrictions are affecting the process of transforming commodities into
functionings.

Educational institutions - this does not mean only schools - for upgrading or for validating
technical studies are not placed within the reach of Tula graduates. In addition, the lack
of economic facilities related to the wage level is discouraging people from higher
education degrees. As an example, a low-paid graduate said that if she earned more she

would save it in order to study, because
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~ explained.

This part shows that practical skills, a willingness to work and a significant reduction of
training costs form part of a complex which has been positively valued by employers

for hiring UT graduates.

With regard to practical skills, an employer of a service company argued that: “the main
reasons for hiring UT graduates is that we need people with practical abilities who work
productively”. This opinion is supported and extended by another employer in one of the

most important industries within Tula: the cement industry. He says that:

If we compare UT graduates with those who have studied in other institutions; it can be
said that the former have a better education than the latter; they have practical abilities.
[Moreover] we have hired many technicians through placements because this
mechanism helps them to be more familiar with a company’s policies, and procedures,
so we do not have to waste time in training courses...

This employer, apart from hiring practical-oriented workers, has also remarked on the
advantage of placements as a method of reducing training costs by employing UT
graduates. So, we can corroborate here the mutual benefits of the partnership with
industry. As was said in chapter 6, even though employers are investing the appointment
of a worker to supervise UT students, businesses are also gaining by training their future

workers within workplaces.

Another manager for human resources pointed out that the UT graduates “have the idea
of working immediately which is very important for us because we do less induction and
thus we save time” in adapting workers to their positions. This point deserves further
discussion. UT graduates want to begin “working immediately” because of their need for
an income in order to maintain themselves or to contribute to the income of their

households. In this regard, the employer in the food industry suggested that:
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the main reason to employ UT is because of their willingness to work; this may be
explained by their low economic background. They need to work and thus they show a
big interest in our job positions; willingness to work is very important for this company...

Fromthe perspective of equality, this quotation may raise a big a question. Assuming that
most of the UT graduates come from low income brackets, would it be fair to them to
accept any occupation irrespective of the job conditions? Could we interpret this

quotation as a sign of reproduction in education and in the labour market?

In my view, it is unfair to call the UTs “reproducers” of inequality for two reasons. The first
is that graduates are reacting against the bad job conditions of Tula and are thus looking
for better opportunities. They are acting in order to overcome structural disadvantages.
The second is that the UT has improved the economic situation of young people from one
stage to another and they have been a key factor for upward mobility. The movements
between different groups in social and economic terms is confirmed by the majority of UT
graduates whose parents had a low level of schooling. More remarkable is that parents
are committed to the academic advancement of their sons and daughters. In this sense

a graduate pointed out that:

My parents only studied up to secondary school...Both my father and my experience
in the UT have encouraged me and motivated me to learn (prepararme) (D1).

| do not intend to analyse my arguments through the lenses of reproduction theory since
| am concerned here only with analysing employers’s opinions about the qualifications
of the UT graduates. | would say, rather, that deterministic points of view obstruct our

ability to understand human beings in a broader perspective as was discussed in Chapter

8.

B. Forming technicians within poor contexts

Having described the factors which have helped UT graduates to enter the labour market,
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would be important “to strengthen the attitudinal dimension of students in order to have
* better access to the labour market” (CGUT, 2000a:16). As a response to these problems,
the directive staff of the UT of Tula has organised “personality workshops” for UT
students and graduates as extra-curriculum activities in order to enhance personal
prospects. Universities can equip students with practical or relevant abilities for working
(“*know-how”), but they cannot easily sort out the structural difficulties that commonly link
the low socioeconomic background of Tula’s young people, and thus remedial strategies

need to be implemented.

The other part of the UT scheme, “know” can be understood differently from practical
skills (“know-how”). “Knowing” may refer to deeper knowledge, reasoning capacity and
analytical abilities; but before analysing this issue, | turn to the discussion of interesting

“complaints” expressed by employers regarding graduates attitudes.

C. An opposite vision of the aims of education

It was found that, paradoxically, some employers considered as “weaknesses” of UT
graduates their aspirations toward having better job positions. One of these employers

was the human resources manager of the manufacture of coal who said that:

The main weakness that | have seen from the UT graduates - which have been
mentioned to UT authorities -, isthat they believe that as they were working in the private
sector and they received a wage; they would easily enter the labour market; they do not
want to begin working from the bottom; they want to have “status” immediately and this
is very difficult...

A similar perception was expressed by the employer of a company of road haulage

services®.

€ A UT graduate highlighted the unfair process of selection of this company which, he
says, was managed by “close groups” of relatives who usually occupied the white collar
positions.
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The main weakness that | have noticed from the UT graduates is that they believe that
they can get a very good job immediately. Perhaps the responsibility for this belief lies
with the UT itself; they [authorities] encourage graduates to rely on their knowledge and
they tell them that employers are anxious to employ them, but many times it is not like
that. Sometimes it is necessary to begin from the bottom to attain a goo job position...

(Researcher) Are they very demanding?

(Employer) Yes; they are, from the beginning [of their labour career] they want to reach
the top (llegar muy alto)...

It can be argued that there is nothing wrong in encouraging graduates to rely on their
knowledge acquired in the UT since self-reliance has been, most of the time, positively

valued by the representatives of the productive sector.

On the other hand, if UT graduates were very “demanding” in terms of getting the job that
they wanted, then it seems that the “personality workshops” organised by the UT of Tula
might have had a positive effect on graduates’ confidence. This is remarkable since Tula
is a disadvantaged region from which the UT graduates are trying to escape due to the
low-paid jobs offered by regional companies and due to the lack of social opportunities.
This shows that they are not conforming with their existing conditions which is very
important for “recognising people as responsible persons” who refuse to act, or choose
to act one way rather than another. Sen calls this capacity : agency aspect which has a

“substantial intersection” with the well-being aspect (1999:190).

To sum up, if the education provided by the UT helps graduates to become responsible
individuals with the capacity to envisage and to claim better job opportunities whereas
employers consider these capacities as “weaknesses”, then big difficulties may be
caused by promoting, through education, “the process of enlarging the real freedoms that
people enjoy”. In this way, to assert that education brings development automatically is

a misleading idea.
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differences between Bachelor and UT technicians in terms of knowledge, he replied as

follows:

the bachelors have deeper knowledge. Bachelors in Accounting have more and know
more about taxation than technicians. The former understand laws faster than the latter
and they have more capacity for decision-making (capacidad de decisién) than
technicians. This is the big difference.

(Researcher) How can you describe this decision making capacity?
(Employer) | have noticed that technicians are not educated to decide...
(Researcher) What else have you noticed?

(Employer) They are very well equipped with computing skills, for example, they work
well in the positions assigned; but one has to push them, otherwise they limit their
activities; they [commonly] think: “| have not done this or that, because you have not told
me anything”.

Two remarkable shortcomings in the academic development of technicians can be
identified in this passage. The first is the lack of “faster” understanding of a tax law and,
the second is the lack of capacity for making decisions. This posses questions for the
way in which analytical abilities are developed through the vocational-oriented model of
education and prompt us to consider the following hypothesis: If the lack of reasoning
skills are missed in careers such as accounting, then one might infer that the difference
of qualifications in technological careers may be bigger. This assumption was addressed
by a UT graduate from this career who recognised the gaps between his technical

formation and that of bachelors.

my goal is studying an engineering career in order to have better chances in the
productive sector...l have noticed that | require deeper knowledge and let me give you an
example; | am taking a thermodynamics course in which there are some engineers and
the difference between these professionals and technicians is clear. What | studied in the
UT were the bases of specific knowledge with the purpose to apply it in productive areas;
differences between both [technicians and bachelors] are marked..(B1)

Arguably, the UT courses are helpful “bases” for a larger learning process which may
provide “better chances in the labour market” for TSUs. In order to explore the links
between the level of education, job occupation and level of wages, | asked a human

resources manager if UT graduates could get “white collar positions”. His answer was as
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follows:

No; [there are no UT graduates occupying white collar positions, because] they have
entered the company in recent months, so time has been short to corroborate this fact,
but in the long term it could happen, though they need to be more prepared.

(Researcher) Could you tell me in which areas they need to be more prepared?

(Employer)...despite the fact of being formed in practice, they require more preparation
in the use and interpretation of statistics which are common tasks assigned to managers

(Researcher) Which level of education do managers have?
(Employer) They studied a first degree.

It is fair to recognise that, although in economies such as Mexico’s are experiencing
terﬁble labour constraints and thus, the possible existence of the phenomenon of diploma
disease could exist, employers are still detecting differences between the academic
qualifications of a bachelor and that of a technician. The employer quoted above is
connecting the job promotion of technicians with the acquisition of analytical skills which
apparently a bachelor should possess. This is consistent with what Brand predicts within

the labour market. He argues that:

News jobs, technology, and reorganised workplaces are requiring multi-skilled workers
with strong language, mathematics, reasoning, problems-solving and analytical skills
(cited in Tabbron and Yang, 1997: 327).

In order to explore how levels of education were related to economic benefits, a question
was put to employers: “Could a technician earn more than a bachelor?”. In Tula, only two

(food and coal industries) answered positively, whereas the rest (7) answered negatively.

The aspirations of UT graduates to go further in their studies are supported by the
realities of the labour market and are not explained by the “ancient culture” of becoming
in licenciado only for “gaining status” as Mexican authorities believe. In fact, another
employer said that “it would be excellent if the UT provides first degrees, especially in
Engineering”. But, in practical terms, this seems not so easy. How could the Mexican UTs

provide analytical skills without compromising their practical skills orientation? Should the
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lack of free higher education options that offer the bachelor's degree, the lack of
institutions to certify knowledge at work place, long working shifts and gender bias within
the labour market constitute the main barriers that need to be overcome in order to

enlarge human capabilities and thus promote development.

The agency aspect has led UT graduates to migrate from Tula for better opportunities.
While this searching for well being should be regarded as positive for individuals, the
inequality between those who can afford the cost of travelling for studying and those who
cannot is increasing. This shows that, for Tula’s young people, higher education cannot
be “equally accessible to all”. Furthermore, the Hidalgo state, through migration, is still

losing its educated people as it was almost forty years ago (see Myers, 1965).

The capacity of graduates to choose the job desired was not regarded as a result of have
studied in the UT. Special attention needs to be placed upon societal arrangements for
improving the quality of life of UT graduates. It was found that the remarkable institutional
relations of the UT (specifically the Alumni Department of the UT), job experience and
social networks are factors that need to be considered in order to understand more
coherently how education interacts with the development process. in short; “education

cannot do it alone”.

While local economic and social misfortunes have affected the attitudes of the UT
graduates, employers pay low wage rates which are accepted by the UT graduates due
to the necessity of having an income. Paradoxically, when graduates claim better job
conditions, some representatives of the productive sector viewed these demands as
wveaknesses”. This fact creates problems for the promotion through education, of “the
process of enlarging the real freedoms that people enjoy”, since employers and

graduates seem to have different ideas about the aims of education.
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Having shown that educational planners, UT graduates and employers pursue different
objectives and posses diverse notions of what education is for, it is now necessary to
raise two key questions: Is the idea of development as freedom attainable through
education? How can educational and social policy reconcile policy makers” beliefs,
employers interests and students aspirations? A clever solution needs to be found by
Mexican policy makers if we share Sen’s idea that “development consists of the removal
of various types of unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and little opportunity

of exercising their reasoned agency” (1999:xii).

On one hand, people need to find mechanisms for upgrading their expertise and thus
becoming bachelors, but without losing their jobs and without being charged tuition fees.
The UT could go backwards and offer the first degree through its infrastructure. This will
lead to equal educational opportunities to all graduates within the region irrespective of
their socioeconomic background and will bridge the gap between those who can migrate

and those who cannot.

On the other hand, co-operation agreements have to be signed with the employers. The
aims of these institutional arrangements may be (a) to allow employed graduates to take
first degree courses either at a workplace or through continuing education courses
outside of the school walls; (b) to establish links with the Mexican boards of knowledge
certification for upgrading the level of technician to one of bachelor taking into account
the practical skills acquired at the work place. All these proposals, as Brown says,

involves an “institutionalised relation of trust” (1999:237).

To conclude, although Amartya Sen “raised on a campus and spent his life in
academia”?, his vision of reality is neither restricted nor narrow. | am pretty sure that the

Cambridge professor has never been to Tula. However, thanks to his analytical rigour,

62 This quote is taken from the Steel’s report on Amartya Sen which was published by the
British newspaper The Guardian on the 31* March, 2001.

-301-






CHAPTER 10

How a modern university
functions within an
industrialised context. The
case of the UT of
Aguascalientes



Chapter 10

How a modern university functions within an industrialised
context. The case of the UT of Aguascalientes.

Introduction

According to the Secretariat of Public Education, the Mexican Technological Universities
aim “to encourage juveniles to remain in their place of origin and subsequently take up
work there, thus contributing to the development of that region” (SEP, 2000:81). With this
assumption in mind two key issues emerge: (1) the way in which a vocationally-oriented
model could fit into a region given the cultural, social and economic disparities in
Mexico’s zones, and (2) the presumption that “juveniles” will easily find jobs in their “place
of origin” meaning that regional development will occur automatically. This chapter sheds
light on these two issues, and it also argues that in Aguascalientes, the Technological
University (henceforth referred as UTA) has been, as in the two previous cases, a place
where young people have gained valuable personal and professional achievements.
However, as a result of the relative economic wealth of this region and the less deprived
situation of the locals, these achievements are made rapidly, paving the way to the
emergence of higher “functionings”. This fact inexorably implies the creation of wider
opportunities in order to expand people’s freedoms. Itis precisely at this stage where this

“prosperous” region of Mexico is failing.

Following the same structure as the two previous chapters, | will begin by presenting the
characteristics of the graduates interviewed, so that the cultural and economic
differences between the Aguascalientes young people and their counterparts in Tula and
in Neza can clearly be seen. The second part discusses the way in which a modern

educational model works within a relatively wealthy region. In accordance with Sen’s
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disciplines are not easily “absorbed” by the world of work.

Curiously, a UTA graduates follow-up study reported that Management had the highest
percentage (21%) of the total of graduates followed by that of Marketing and Industrial

Maintenance and Manufacturing Processes (21% and 18%, respectively) (UTA, 2001).

Despite the problems that administrative disciplines face in facilitating the transition from
school to work, the UTA created a course of Marketing in 1994 and, more suspiciously,
in 1997 another administrative career was opened: “Corporate Accounting”. If the UT
model assumes that courses should be created in accordance with the needs of e
productive sector, it is fair to ask: What kind of planning process for offering academic
programmes is being followed in the case of the UTA? Although | recognise that
universities should not be regarded merely as a place for preparing people for work, this

case needs further explanation regarding the relevance of education.

While the representatives of the productive sector could demand one thing from the UT,
politicians and educational authorities could pursue other interests by creating specific
types of courses that were able to attract a considerable number of young people.
However, students may not be thinking of “the needs of the economy” nor of politicians’

beliefs when they choose a vocational course.

Il. The UTA and its region: “Like a hot knife through butter”

One of the general objectives of this research is to explain the relationship between
higher education and development by using three technological universities in different
zones of the Mexican Repubilic. This cross-regional approach allows us to assess how
an academic institution could change or adapt its activities in accordance with its
contextual factors. In this case, Aguascalientes is a small state whose population, aged
15 and over, has a higher schooling average than the national average; the bulk of its

population (29.6%) holds an educational level of upper secondary school and higher
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education. The largest proportion of Aguascalientes” employed population (33.5%)
receives between two and five times the minimum wage and it has been a state which

has attracted more people than it has lost through migration.

Due to all of these factors, it is expected that the function of this UT may differ from that
of Tula and Neza. In this vein, and according to the Rector of the UTA, Mr. Héctor
Tiscarefio, the UT model of education fits well into zones that are characterised by an
entrepreneurial surrounding such as AgUascaIientes. He said that “within a prosperous
and productive context, the UT is like a hot knife through butter.” However, it is necessary
to emphasise that the match between an educational institution and its context should
not be reduced to the simple supply of a suitable workforce for the needs of the
employers: it is necessary to analyse how the contextual conditions work for “enriching
human beings” lives” (to use Sen’s phrase). “Human beings are not merely means of
production, but also the end of this exercise®, as Amartya Sen pointed out. Sen also

argues that.

The acknowledgment of the role of human qualities in promoting and sustaining
economic growth - momentous as it is - tell us nothing about how economic growth
is sought in the first place (Sen, 1999:295 author’s italics).

How can economic growth in certain regions improve the living conditions of their
inhabitants? Placing humanity at the centre of attention, Amartya Sen gives us some
clues. He suggests a focus on the expansion of human freedom to live the kind of lives

that people have reason to value, then

the role of economic growth in expanding these opportunities has to be integrated
into that more foundational understanding of the process of development as the
expansion of human capability to lead more worthwhile and more free lives (Sen,
1999:295).
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Perhaps as a consequence of her duties in being responsible for her business this
graduate needed to study “something quickly”, so she was not so keen to acquire non-
practical knowledge. Another graduate who also studied in the UAA and, eventually, took

classes in the UT and explained his reasons for changing schools:

The UT has a supportive system for its students contrary to the Auténoma [UAA].
I did not like the Auténoma since | noticed a sort of preference of some teachers
for graduates from specific upper secondary schools (A8).

It is not my concern to investigate whether or not some teachers from the Auténoma
preferred students from different schools, but rather, to stress the freedom that the UTA
graduates have to change their place of study. What factors have provoked that
freedom? It seems that young people from this region have a greater capacity to do what
they desire once those economic and social opportunities exist. A graduate who occupied

a position as “superintendent” in a transnational company said that:

I had the opportunity to study in the Tec de Monterrey, but unfortunately | did not
take it. | have noted that Tec’'s graduates are very well-accepted in the labour
market and thus they eamn high wage rates; | have confirmed this fact in this
company (A7).

The Tec de Monterrey is one of the most expensive private technological institutes in
Mexico and is commonly selected by young people from the upper class. If this graduate
had the chance to study there, it means that his decision to go to the UT was not a
response to the necessity to study a short course in order to attain a job quickly and
maintain or support his family - as in the case of Tula’s young people. It seems that short
and technical courses may not only be suitable for less economically disadvantaged
persons. Cultural factors are also involved in the process of choosing a university. For
example, when | asked another graduate which university he would select if he had

another chance, he said that he “would re-enter the UT” since its educational model was
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“quicker than the traditional system” (B4).

In sum, given both regional opportunities such as a favourable economic situation and,
a pragmatic view of education, the Aguascalientes’ young people have selected the UT
educational model in accordance with their own needs rather than external factors
derived from a deprived situation. This also shows that vocational models of higher
education can fit well within an industrialised context such as Aguascalientes where

people have a choice of educational options in accordance with their personal needs.

Having examined some opportunities that Aguascalientes offers, it is necessary to

examine the other side of the coin of the human capabilities approach: functionings.
ll. Evaluating the functionings of the UTA graduates

The concept of “functionings”, as Sen argues, has “distinctly” Aristotelian roots and it
reflects the various things a person may value doing or being. “While the combination of
a person’s functionings reflects her actual achievements, the capability set represents
the freedom to achieve” (Sen, 1999: 75). With respect to functionings, Sen points out
that:
The valued functionings may vary from elementary ones, such as being
adequately nourished and being free from avoidable disease, to very complex

activities or personal state, such as being able to take part in the life of the
community and having self-respect (Sen, 1999:75).

As in the two previous cases, seven functionings are presented here for assessing the
impact of this UT on the lives of its graduates (see Table 10.2). Four of them are
concerned with personal improvements and three with the professional achievements

that young people may have made as a consequence of studying in the UT.
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Another relevant finding was that, irrespective of their wage level or their job situation,
UTA graduates recognised the positive impact of this learning space on their lives. For
instance, a graduate who was also studying an engineer course in the ITA, and thus was
unemployed, said that thanks to the UT he was able to “speak about any theme orissue”.

Moreover, he was looking for “higher positions” rather than for “operative jobs” (D3).

To develop further abilities was another functioning positively evaluated in this case. A
jobless and female graduate noted that she experienced personal changes before and

after studying in the UT. She said that:

| lost weight...! felt a much more secure person to choose any thing, to decide
about something. | think | have more ability to act within any atmosphere, to deal
with different issues and to treat people from all [social and cultural] levels (D4).

Making personal achievements is a benefit that cannot be underestimated, especially
when people have lost their jobs. The same graduate added that to study in the UT was

important not only,

to match the labour market requirements but also in personal terms, at least in my
case, | gained security and my perspective is broader (D4).

In addition to the last passages, some graduates of this technological university said they
were “more mature individuals (A2, A4, B7); and they could “express themselves more
easily” (A5), even though in the past they were not very “communicative persons at all”

(C2).

On the other hand, it is not illogical to think of the UT as an academic space that may
foster a more extensive process of learning. In fact, a jobless graduate said that the UT
provided the “basis for continuing” her development (D5). The knowledge acquired in the

UT is, as a well paid graduate said, a part of enhancing professional performance, the
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3) their indirect role through influencing economic production” (Sen, 1999:296

author’s italics). Sen proceeds by arguing that:

The relevance of the capability perspective incorporates each of these
contributions. In contrast, in the standard literature human capital is seen primarily
in terms of the third of the three roles. There is a clear overlap of coverage, and
it is indeed an important overlap (Sen, 1999:297).

Congruently with his holistic way of thinking, Sen puts humanity at the centre of attention
though without neglecting the indirect role of human capabilities in social change and
economic production. For this reason, this “overlapping” perspective may be regarded as
another, though more coherent, approach the investigation of an old theme among

educators: What is education for?

This part presents the professional achievements that graduates made once they finished
their studies in the UT. These functionings are basically concerned with job issues, that
is, practical applications of the knowledge acquired in the UT. These achievements,
besides the personal improvements which have been evaluated above, form a part of the

humanistic perspective suggested by Amartya Sen.

As in the case of Tula and Neza, the quantitative analysis showed that the majority of the
graduates of the UT of Aguascalientes (84%) were working at the time of interview.
Moreover, in this case, we see the highest proportion of TSUs who found a job in a very
short time. Of 75 graduates, 38 (51%) were employed in less than a month and, if we add
the 19% of graduates who were working before finishing their studies in the UTA, it can
be seen that a considerable number of young people were participating in the production
activities of this state. This fact cannot be overlooked since it represents a basis for more

valuable achievements, and thus the process of expanding people’s freedoms can be

precipitated more easily. In Sen’s words:
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graduates want to study for a licenciatura (first degree) in order to have, as an immediate

goal, a better job.

This aspiration leads us to stress the importance of recognising the capacity of individuals

to act or refuse to act, to choose to act one way rather than another (Sen, 1999).

Despite the fact that human beings act rationally to identify the strategies for “cracking”
the tacit rules and improving their job conditions, this does not say anything about whether
there is a “ritualist process or accumulating qualifications” (borrowing from the Dictionary
of Sociology). Whether or not Aguascalientes is experiencing a phenomenon of diploma
disease is an issue that will be discussed through employers’ and graduates’ opinions.

In this part, TSUs” accounts are presented.

When | asked one of the UT graduates why he had studied for a first degree, he

answered that:

Unfortunately, as a TSU | did not see good professional opportunities in the short
time [meanwhile] as engineer | had the opportunities in less than a month.

(Researcher) Do you think that this tendency has changed recently?

(A7) Itis difficult to say, but with respect to this company®® and to others such as
Japanese companies the TSUs are rejected (fiene un rechazo). If you do not hold
a bachelor’s degree is very difficult to grow up professionally.

(Researcher) Why is that?

(A7) Perhaps because the diploma is highly valued, though there are exceptional
cases. For example, the director of this plant started working as workman, but
eventually he needed to study the course of industrial engineering.

As we can see, this graduate had the chance to study for an engineering career and thus
his job conditions improved. He also stressed the restrictions that certain companies,
especially international firms, have imposed on the TSUs. In the next part | will present

some employers’ opinions about the access of UTA graduates to the labour market.

65 The real name of this enterprise waé changed by using the term “this company”
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However, | would briefly say that | had the chance to interview the human resources
manager of the transnational where the graduate quoted above was working, and she
raised two important issues. The first was that the TSUs occupy positions that are
“between engineers and supervisors, but above operators®, and secondly, it was
confirmed that a technician starts earning a lower wage than an engineer, but more than
an operator. When | asked this employer what the necessary elements are for the
promotion of technician to a higher position, she replied that: “they need to study an

engineer course”.

But, before going into detail, it must be said that knowledge acquired in a school should,
in theory, be certified by a diploma. This papelito (diploma) thus guarantees the

successful completion of any academic programme.

Having said this, we will proceed to discuss whether knowledge plays a key role in
facilitating occupation of higher job position in Aguascalientes. In doing so, an opinion of
a graduate of Marketing is given. This graduate told me, during the interview, that she was
thinking of studying for a first degree in International Trade, but then she stopped and
said: “this is because of the diploma, not for the lack of knowledge” (B6). She also

explained that:

When you work as TSU you occupy low-ranked positions (de chalén). As
technicians you occupy middle positions in the organizational structure, but once
working you could see that you know the same as a bachelor or an engineer,
although you may be earning less than them just for the diploma (B6).

According to this graduate, there is no clear distinction between a technical level and that
of bachelor. However, in discussing whether or not a technical degree can be objectively
comparable with that of bachelor, it is important to bear in mind the type of course. In this
case, the graduate quoted above studied an administrative discipline (Comercializacién)

whose academic contents can be transmitted more easily than those careers which

-326-



require practices with machinery, for example. This point was supported by another
graduate from Comercializacién (Marketing) who underlined the low level of specialization
of this course in relation to his job position as a salesman. He said that what counts in
Marketing are the “technical abilities rather than scientific applications” and he thought
that “Comercializacién is not such a specialised course, not as much as any course in

engineering”, he said (A5).

A graduate of Manufacturing whose job position was “head of area” (jefe de érea), said
that:
As a TSU you are prepared, but employers do not recognise this level. A textile

company told me that, although | had the knowledge, my level was one of a
technician (A4).

A jobless graduate supborted this point by saying that, “I realised that the first degree is
more valued in the companies than that of technician” (D3). Furthermore, when | asked
a graduate from Industrial Maintenance which university he would choose in the situation
of having another chance to do it, he indirectly remarked upon the lack of recognition of

the UT’s degrees. He pointed out that:

I did not waste the time here in the UT, but | would choose the ITA [Technological
Institute of Aguascalientes] since the technical degree is not recognised. | would
have liked to study an engineering course from the beginning (B7).

It is worth saying that this graduate was studying Mechanical Engineering in the ITA since
the technical degree is seen only as “mano de obra calificada (qualified workforce) rather
than a “carrera superior” (a higher education course) by the industrial sector (B7). In the

same vein, another graduate whose wage was ranked at the middle level said that:
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phenomenon than was expected. We should not overlook the fact that the UTs were not
allowed to provide first degree courses (Segundo Ciclo), presumably due to political
conflicts between the offices (subsecretarias) that controlled the technological institutes

and those that coordinated the UT model.

Aside from exploring political conflicts, it can be argued that, like their counterparts in Tula
and Neza, most of the UTA graduates desire to study for a first degree in order to improve
their job conditions. But contrary to these previous cases, the graduates from
Aguascalientes did not note a deep shortage of knowledge in performing their assigned
tasks. However, the TSU is still limited in occupying higher job positions and this is
explained by the graduates as a consequence of the lack of recognition of their diploma
by employers. But some rules regarding the operation of the labour market are tacitrather
explicit and thus as the graduates work, they identify the tools necessary for climbing the

job ladder. One of these tools is the completion of a bachelor’s degree.

In contrast with the cases of Tula and Neza, in Aguascalientes the process of upgrading
technical expertise to that of a bacheloris not so complicated. Irrespective of their current
level of wage and career, some UTA graduates were studying for their first degree in a
public technological institute. The Technological Institute of Aguascalientes is allowing
UTA graduates to become engineers or bachelors despite its problems in terms of

infrastructure and healthy relations with the UTA graduates.

Aguascalientes has provided the institutional arrangements for meeting the valuable

aspirations of its young people and it has also taken a step towards improving their

capabilities.
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company and, whose sister had opened a clothes shop recently. The UTA graduate noted
the existence of “too many legal procedures” (trémites legales) (A2) in opening a
business. This point was supported by another well-paid graduate who thought that the
main restriction to opening a business was “the initial investment and the legal
procedures” (AB). It seems the investment climate and regulatory support need to be
improved in Aguascalientes since another graduate underlined the same problems,
though he was more explicit and explained the restrictions that a young entrepreneur may

face. He listed these problems as follows:

The first is the tax burden (carga fiscal), but in this sense you can sort it out. On
the other hand, there is no information about the economic supports for running a
business, at least | do not know any. Bureaucracy is another problem, especially
for the kind of business that | want to open - a car washing. Lastly, there is a
shortage of workforce in the operative levels (BS).

So the intention of running a business in Aguascalientes becomes a more complex
aspiration than might be thought. Too many legal procedures (bureaucracy), tax burdens,
lack of information about economic schemes - such as micro finance, for example - and
the shortage of operative workers are part of this “unfreedom” in terms of economic

facilities which, according to Sen, refer to

the opportunities that individuals respectively enjoy to utilize resources for the
purpose of consumption, or production, or exchange (Sen, 1999:39).

In this sense, the Indian expert in poverty adds that:

The availability and access to finance can be a crucial influence on the economic
entitiements that economic agents are practically able to secure. This applies all
the way from large enterprises (in which hundreds of thousands of people may
work) to tiny establishments that are run on micro credit. A credit crunch, for

example, can severely affect the economic entitlements that rely on such credit
(Sen, 1999:39).
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If there is failure in providing economic facilities in the region of Aguascalientes, it would
not be illogical to think this restriction on the creation of economic wealth is also limiting

a larger expansion of human freedom.

Another “unfreedom” found during the interviews with the UT graduates pointed to their
existing working conditions. This fact was discussed in considerable depth in the cases
of Tula and Neza, thus it needs a proper analysis here too. As in the two previous cases,
long and “flexible” working times were regarded by the UTA graduates as limitations on
having a better life, though it is fair to say that this was reported to a lesser degree than

it was by their counterparts at Tula and Neza.

A well-paid graduate said that in order to have a better standard of living he would “limit”
his working time in order to have more opportunities to be with his family (A7). Another
graduate pointed out that despite her “fixed” working time she never finished within her
legal working hours, she needed to work longer to make matters and, worse, her extra
time was not paid (B3). A graduate who occupied a position of “qualified technician”
stressed the low wage rates in his job and his “flexible” working time, which meant that he
used to work for six months in the mornings (from 6:00 am to 14:30 pm) and six months
in the evenings (from 10:30 pm to 6:00 am). Although these working hours do not exceed
legal time, they do inhibit the intention of studying for a first degree, since according to
another graduate, open university courses are not available in this region for certain
careers such as engineering in electronics (C3). This graduate also pointed out that it is
very difficult to study and to work at the same time, thus one might infer that this TSU had
to work in order to support or maintain her household -just as in the case of Tula or Neza,
but that this was not her main reason for not studying. She accepted that she could get

a part-time job and study simultaneously, but
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a part-time job is normally not related to your area of study. The cost [of studying]
does not mean a big restriction since | can get a scholarship besides my family can
support me (C3).

So this graduate had the option to study thanks to institutional support (scholarships) and
support from her family, despite her low-ranked wage. Another interesting reason drawn
from this account was that this graduate did not want to work in an area unrelated to her
area of study. This meant that she did have the chance to lead her life as she wished,
thus the argument that Aguascalientes provides more opportunities to expand people’s

freedoms is reinforced.

Regarding wage rates, a graduate highlighted the “large supply of jobs for operative
workers”, but not for the TSUs. He believed that among the maquiladoras (assembly
plants) of Aguascalientes there was a contubernio (one-sided agreement) to freeze the
wage rates (B5). Although the jobs offered by the assembly plants seem more suitable
for operative workers, itis fair to say that one of the main criticisms of the UT model is that
these academic institutions are presumably educating people to work exclusively in the
magquiladoras. In this sense a former Rector of a state university in Mexico and currently

legislator of a centre-left party in Mexico pointed out that:

| understand the vision of the government with respect to the technical education
which is based in a third world perspective that lies in attracting foreign investment
by opening maquiladoras which do not have any compromise in labour terms with
their workers since this relation is made through [external recruitment] agencies
(Raul Padilla en La Jornada, February 29" 2000).

To clarify this issue the next section provides a brief discussion of the assembly plants
available in Aguascalientes and their links with the UT. This may have important

implications for the proper understanding of economic growth in this region.
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C. Maquiladoras, levels of skills, and freedom

Emulating foreign models of technical education in developed nations and based on the
academy-industry relation, the UTs were created with the aim of providing relevant short
courses in distant regions of the Mexican Republic. However, little was explicitly known
about the responses of the productive sector in this sense and how the UT model would
be inserted into the new stage of Mexico’s economy. Perhaps from the lack of public

information on this subject a criticism of the UT model rapidly emerged.

It was believed that the higher education institutions should respond to the needs of the
productive sector to make education relevant. This implied a “new configuration of the
relations” between government, academia and enterprises in Mexico (see Casas and
Luna, 1997). In Aguascalientes, this policy of “relevance” of higher education seems to
have been followed since the Head of the State Employment Service (Servicio Estatal de

Empleo, SEE) pointed out that:

In the past there was no a clear employment policy in the state that
integrated the employment, the industrial policy and the educational policy
in order to meet the demand of the productive sector with the university
graduates (Jorge Castorena).

Additionally, Mr. Castorena underlined the restrictions in the job supply that

Aguascalientes experienced a time ago and he explained what actions were undertaken.

In the past, there was a big problem of unemployment, so it was thought that
opening magquiladoras would solve this problem, even though they paid poor
wages, [it was assumed] “let us solve the unemployment problem immediately”.
That was the solution. This industrial policy served as a cushion for the effects
of the economic crisis in 1995 and others that came before. So, this
employment policy allowed us to meet the demand for jobs and this is reflected
in the low unemployment rates (Jorge Castorena).
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National statistics support the claims of Mr. Castorena with respect to the low
unemployment rates. According to the Secretariat of Labour (STPS, 2000b), this state
registered an urban unemployment rate of 2.1%. As a complement to these statistics, it
is worth noting that quantitative analysis showed that the largest proportion of
unemployed graduates (36%) did not find a job due to the “lack of job opportunities in the

labour market'.

Meanwhile, during the interviews with the jobless graduates it was found that most had
left their occupafions for two reasons. The first was the low wage rates and the second,
the long working time. With respect to the low wage rates the Rector of the UTA, Mr.
Héctor Tiscarefo, was asked about the low-ranked earnings perceived by graduates. He

replied as follows: .

in this sense, | am very worried. Any time that | can, | work for raising the wages
paid by employers but eventually it is the market which sets the rules. If employers
recognise the graduates’ capacities they retain him or her by paying good wages.
[On the other hand] if the UT graduates change their job positions is surely
because they did not find good conditions.

But a questionable issue emerged from the Rector’s quotation. In terms of the labour
market it is clear that a public intervention would be desirable since the subjects within
that “market” are humans beings rather than goods. This claim is congruent with

Sen’ideas:

It is hard to think that any process of substantial development can do without very
expensive use of markets, but that does not preclude the role of social support,
public regulation, or statecraft when they can enrich - rather than impoverish -
human lives (Sen, 1999:7).

Following Sen’s arguments | would say that just as a job can expand peoples’
achievements and capabilities, working conditions can also constrain people’s freedoms

and it is in the latter where “public regulation” is desirable. These simple claims - not novel
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