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Abstract This article analyzes the role that international organizations play in orienting

education reforms and changes, based on an examination of key texts these organizations

produced in the 1990s. The analysis shows that some specific trends persist: UNESCO and

UNICEF centre their philosophy on a humanistic and child-centered vision of education,

while the World Bank and the OECD give priority to education policy based on assessing

skills and learning outcomes. Over the past decade, however, among the major interna-

tional organizations involved in education, there has been a gradual convergence in the

vision of education, towards learning outcomes. This convergence is illustrated by looking

at several topics of common concern: quality, good governance, accountability, privati-

zation, benchmarking, and the measurement of learning outcomes.

Keywords Education policy � International cooperation � Governance � Quality �
Globalization

Throughout the world, many international organizations are exercising a growing influence

over education policies. Since World War II, a historical and geographical distribution of

the roles of the various organizations has emerged. UNESCO, UNICEF and the World

Bank are very influential in education policies in the countries of the South. The OECD has

long guided education reforms in the countries of the North. But this distribution evolved

as the world gradually came to be seen as divided according to its level of economic

development. Given more recent developments, is it still valid today? Emerging countries,

such as China and Brazil, appear to be resisting this traditional classification of areas of

influence. The high-level results of the Province of Shanghai in the recent OECD PISA
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surveys argue in favour of greater flexibility in analyzing the influence of international

organizations.

We chose to look at international organizations (IOs) as essential actors in education

policy for two main reasons. First, given their preponderant financial weight, they play

significant roles in guiding education policy. That is particularly true in the case of the

World Bank and UNICEF, which inject substantial financing into education systems.

Moreover, as resources for good education practices, benchmarking, and tools for evalu-

ating education policies, these organizations also wield influence through their expertise.

In the first section of this article we describe the main characteristics of the IOs that are

active in the field of education, and show how their policies have developed over the past

two decades. In the second section we explain the common concepts and tools these

organizations use to influence education policy. In the third section we address possible

alternatives to their prevailing policies.

The article is mainly based on our examination of the official reports of the World Bank,

OECD, UNESCO and UNICEF between 1990 and 2000, as well as a secondary analysis of

existing literature on this subject. We also take into account some recent in-depth research on

the influence of these organizations (Lauwerier 2013). From a theoretical viewpoint, we have

followed a dynamic and interactive approach in analyzing education policies, and particularly

the role of international cooperation. We believe that the orientations of these organizations are

not set in stone and that they evolve over time, in accordance with geographical contexts and

through contact with a variety of national and international actors. Most studies analyzing the

role of international cooperation still tend to give the impression that the organizations con-

cerned have maintained their specific qualities, especially the World Bank’s neo-liberal agenda

and UNESCO’s humanist vision. However, more and more studies, although still isolated, are

emphasizing that the policies of such organizations are tending to converge (Abadzi 2012;

Cerqua and Gauthier 2013; Wiseman 2010). In this article, we are emphasizing this evolution,

as it appears to be a major factor in education at the international level.

International organizations that influence education policies

The IOs that are influential in the field of education have their own specific histories. This

makes it useful to first review the contexts within which they, and their missions, emerged.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)

Created in 1945 following World War II, UNESCO is the United Nations agency spe-

cializing in education. It played a preponderant role in providing support to newly inde-

pendent Asian and African countries as they developed their education systems in the

decade 1950 to 1960. From the outset, UNESCO placed a priority on the core functions of

education: decolonization, development; promoting human rights, access to education and

literacy; and safeguarding each country’s cultural heritage.

Our analysis of UNESCO’s institutional texts shows that its policies evolved progres-

sively between 1990 and 2010. During the last decade of the 20th century, UNESCO

maintained its historical policy orientation, based on its vision of education focused on the

right to education. The World Conference on Education for All in Jomtien in 1990, held as

a joint initiative with other IOs, and particularly the World Bank and UNICEF, also had the

objective of making primary education universal and radically reducing illiteracy before

the end of the decade. The Delors report (1996) offers a sound synthesis of UNESCO’s
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historical position in relation to education policy and was a key document in conceptu-

alizing education as defined by the principles of lifelong learning and the four pillars of

learning: learning to be, learning to know, learning to do, and learning to live together.

The key event in the first decade of the 21st century was the 2000 World Education

Forum held in Dakar. Attendees called on governments to develop education policies

aimed at improving the quality of basic education for all, and particularly for girls. Three

dimensions—equitable access, the quality of basic learning, and the relevance of learn-

ing—had been put forward in Jomtien in 1990. By 2000, they had gradually been reduced

to two dimensions: equitable access and the quality of basic education. A few months after

the Dakar Framework for Action was approved, UNESCO adopted the Millennium

Development Goals (MDGs), which carried more weight than other frameworks. This

process resulted in a more restricted vision, focused mainly on primary education, which

would serve as a reference for the international community (Tawil 2013).

During that period, UNESCO’s philosophy with regard to education was reflected in the

regular Education for All (EFA) Global Monitoring Reports, for which UNESCO acts as the

secretariat. These regular reports are intended to review progress in achieving Education for

All and focus on priority areas: gender in 2003, quality in 2005, literacy in 2006, early

childhood in 2007, governance in 2009, marginalization in 2010, armed conflict in 2011,

youth, skills, and work in 2012, and teaching and learning in 2013–14. While UNESCO

opted for themes that emphasize the primacy of learning, as well as quality and skills, it

maintained its traditional policies, including the right to education and the reduction of

inequality. In this respect, literacy acts as a unifying theme, one that presupposes that access

to education will develop simultaneously with the quality of learning. It is important to note

that access, equity and quality are inseparable dimensions of education. In other words,

emphasis should be placed on the equitable access of all to relevant learning.

Starting in the 2000s, however, UNESCO documents (UNESCO 2000, UNESCO

OREALC 2008) began to reveal a gradual shift away from these interests and towards the

evaluation of learning outcomes. The issue of evaluation was not entirely new, since it had

already emerged in 1990 during the Jomtien conference. If the quality of education is to be

addressed seriously, UNESCO has been suggesting, increasingly specifically, it is

important to be able to offer a clear definition and measurement tools. According to

UNESCO, countries wishing to uphold the right to basic education for all need to be able to

determine the knowledge and know-how that constitutes such education. They need a

certain level of technical and organizational capacity in order to evaluate the learning

outcomes of students in accordance with set standards, and to assess the way that school

systems are fulfilling their mission (UNESCO 2000, p. 8).

In short, it appears that UNESCO is taking a less and less visible position in relation to

education. It does not seem to have either the means or the technical expertise to act at the

global level within individual countries. The vagueness of UNESCO’s real mandate per-

sists, as indicated by a former UNESCO official:

Thus far, we have established that UNESCO does not respond well to the demands

from its education ministry and minister clients but does respond to the broader

political demands from its client member states. Indeed the latter is the major

explanation of the former. But UNESCO’s problems in providing global public

goods in education go much further. There is no real agreement on its priorities, its

governance is cumbersome and very demanding on the staff, its budget is inadequate,

its staff are not all appropriate, and there is not an effective collaboration with its

partners/competitors. (Burnett 2010, p. 93)
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United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)

UNICEF was established in 1946 as a United Nations emergency fund to provide

assistance to children who were severely affected by World War II. We should point out

that, though both UNESCO and UNICEF are part of the United Nations system, they do

not have the same status. UNICEF is a fund, while UNESCO is a technical agency. That

means that UNICEF can seek funding to finance its own activities, but UNESCO remains

subject to the goodwill of its member states and depends on their paying their

contributions.

At the end of the 1980s, UNICEF played a central role in the United Nations adoption of

the Convention on the Rights of the Child on 20 November 1989. UNICEF stood out for

developing a series of international conventions for children and regular international

campaigns to ensure that children’s rights to protection and education were central to

public policy concerns.

During the 2000s, UNICEF anchored its strategy more fully in advocacy, while

positioning itself as the organization promoting ‘‘child-friendly schools’’ (UNICEF

2009; Wright 2009). The aim was to mobilize donors, states and private actors, as well

as citizens, in favour of basic education. Since the end of the 2000s, UNICEF has made

a significant strategic change in the field of education. Previously focused on support at

the school level (distributing supplies, encouraging ‘‘child-friendly schools’’ and

community participation in school management, understanding and countering violence

at school, etc.), its position in the sector is now much further upstream at the strategy

and policy levels. Still, it remains very active in the field in emergency and conflict

situations and plays a central role in the education clusters that are established in such

situations.

The change in UNICEF’s policies over the past two decades can be observed in its

regular reports. Its flagship publication is its annual State of the World’s Children report,

which provides the most recent statistics on the survival, development and protection of

children throughout the world. Over the past two decades, UNICEF policies have focused

on constant action to help the most vulnerable children based on their gender, social status,

disability, ethnic origin or war situation.

In its education strategy, UNICEF (2012) emphasizes the need to help marginalized

and poor populations. In a knowledge-based world, UNICEF believes education rep-

resents the best investment that a country can make to develop prosperous, healthy and

equitable societies. From this perspective, education is instrumental in helping people

achieve their optimal potential and in improving the means of existence of current and

future generations. It is also important to go beyond the instrumental benefits of

education by proposing learning opportunities for all. This view is based on the con-

viction that a good education is the right of each child in every country. Poverty, sex,

ethnicity and geography should not deprive a child of a decent education (UNICEF

2012).

With a view to making the commitment of the international community to basic edu-

cation more dynamic, the United Nations, with the support of UNESCO and UNICEF, has

recently launched the Education First initiative, based on three priorities: expanding access

to education, improving the quality of learning and fostering global citizenship. If it is to

succeed in making a crucial breakthrough in education, according to UNICEF (2012), this

initiative will have to succeed in three areas:
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1. Rally a broad spectrum of actors for the final push to 2015, to ensure we deliver on the

promise of universal access to primary education.

2. Spur a global movement to put quality, relevant and transformative education right at

the heart of the social, political and development agendas.

3. Generate additional and sufficient funding for education through sustained global

advocacy efforts.

UNESCO (2009) appears to have maintained its traditional priorities in the field of edu-

cation with recurrent themes, such as the education of girls and of the poor. Thanks to a

fund it administers, UNICEF has maintained a strong presence in the field in building

schools and distributing textbooks and teaching materials. The recent Education First

initiative also shows that it has maintained its power to exercise significant influence over

other IOs.

The World Bank

Founded in 1945, the World Bank has been engaged in financing development projects,

particularly in infrastructure (dams, roads, mines, etc.). It may currently be considered the

main international actor financing education; in addition, and almost more important, it has

the resources and capacity to analyze and provide expertise on education policies (Bourdon

2002). In the 1960s, the Bank began to invest in vocational training programmes based on

the demand for skilled labour. Then, in the 1980s, in response to criticisms that it was only

engaged in vocational and technical training, it extended the scope of its financial invest-

ments to include all levels of education, from pre-primary to higher (Heyneman 2003).

Since the 1960s, the organization has based its policies on the theory of human capital,

which sees education as an instrument of economic growth. It addresses the education

system in terms of inputs and outputs. The rate of return of the various levels of education

was the priority instrument in determining adequate investment in education (Bennel 1996).

The period 2000 to 2010 saw the Bank changing direction. It began to take more interest

in the role education could play in policies for the poor, and in measuring learning and its

quality (Cling, Razafindrakot, and Roubaud 2002; Vegas and Petrow 2007). It holds that

acquiring basic knowledge and skills is key to reducing poverty in the world:

Basic knowledge and skills—not educational attainment—are key to reducing pov-

erty. Raising enrollments and completing primary schooling are necessary—but not

sufficient—to ensure basic literacy and numeracy. (World Bank 2006, p. xiii)

Therefore, the Bank appears to be convinced that, though it is essential to expand access to

schooling, that expansion has occurred at the expense of improvements in learning. It will

be possible to avoid a trade-off between improved access and learning gains by explicitly

planning to improve learning outcomes and making a strong political commitment to that

goal. If the rates of primary school completion rise because schools automatically promote

children to the next grade without heeding their learning outcomes, then those higher

completion rates will not reflect improvement in knowledge and skills—which is the

ultimate policy objective. In particular, those improvements will not occur among the

disadvantaged. Bank analysts consider that many of the strategies used to increase access

rapidly, such as fee reductions, use of contract teachers, double-shifting and automatic

promotion, have had negative effects on learning outcomes, at least in the short term, even

though it was promoting these strategies in the 1990s. Moreover, some of these strategies

are difficult to sustain (World Bank 2006).
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The Bank also aims to expand learning opportunities outside school:

Past education strategies of the World Bank have focused very much on formal

schools that are funded and/or operated by governments. The new strategy explicitly

recognizes that learning opportunities go beyond those offered by the public sector,

as well as beyond traditional formal programs. Critical learning activities are

available outside of formal schooling, such as before the ‘official’ age of school entry

or after a young person has left school. (World Bank 2011, p. 34)

In the Bank’s strategy, learning is not related to the number of years spent in school, but to

what the student has learned:

The new strategy focuses on learning for a simple reason: growth, development, and

poverty reduction depend on the knowledge and skills that people acquire, not the number

of years that they sit in a classroom. At the individual level, while a diploma may open

doors to employment, it is a worker’s skills that determine his or her productivity and

ability to adapt to new technologies and opportunities. (World Bank 2011, p. 3)

This is a notable development in World Bank thought on basic education. For many years,

the Bank had based its action in the education sector on a calculation of the rate of return of

primary and secondary education. However, this calculation focuses on the number of

years a person spends in school and the wages that person can theoretically earn in relation

to that schooling.

Although the Bank has not abandoned its leitmotiv of education being absolutely

fundamental to development and growth, in its latest reports it has referred to education as

a basic human right enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. It adds that the human mind makes

possible all other development achievements, from advances in health and agricultural

innovation to the construction of infrastructure and private-sector growth. For developing

countries to reap these benefits fully, both by learning from the stock of global ideas and

through innovation, they need to unleash the potential of the human mind. And there is no

better tool for doing so than education (World Bank 2011, p. xi).

The Bank’s contacts with education in the countries of the South have led it to progressively

abandon the orthodoxy of its initial policies based solely on rates of return (Bennell 1996;

Lauwerier 2013). Menashy (2007), however, considers that, for most of the 1990s, the essential

criticism of the Bank was directed at its neo-liberal mandate, which was reflected in various

measures in education. Moreover, while it maintained a certain autonomy, it has been

increasingly involved in multi-donor programmes, with common reference frameworks, and

particularly those arising out of Education for All and the Millennium Development Goals. The

Bank has had to integrate these new approaches into its action (World Bank 2006, 2011).

Thus, in its rhetoric and initiatives it appears to have recently distanced itself from this

initial ideological position to a remarkable extent. But Klees (2002) sees only a new

rhetoric based on an old ideology, and Zoundi (2008) shows that its education policies are

in conformity with the neo-liberal ideology and a reductionist and utilitarian vision of

human capital in which girls and women are considered to be an essential resource for

production, one that must not be wasted (Table 1).

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)

While UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank have had an important influence on

designing education policies in the countries of the South, the OECD has had a growing
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influence on the countries of the North. This importance is reflected less in terms of

financial commitments, and more in the stimulation of education policies and international

comparative studies. Given the nature of its mandate as an IO aimed at economic devel-

opment, the OECD was the first one to place skills development at the centre of its

priorities. At the ideological level, the OECD is close to the World Bank, even though their

policy orientations are not always similar. For example, while the Bank talks about

privatizing education, the OECD supports demand-sensitive schooling (OECD 2006) and

raises more questions concerning the real benefits of private schools (OECD 2011).

During the decade of the 1990s, the OECD was principally interested in lifelong

learning. This interest likely stemmed from the economic restructuring that marked the

transition from economies based on the secondary industrial sector to those based on the

tertiary sector (Vinokur 2003).

During the decade 2000 to 2010, the OECD focused its interest on the indicators needed

to guide education policies. This period also saw the beginning of the regular comparative

surveys of the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), intended to

test students at age 15 to determine if they have acquired the skills and knowledge they

need for everyday life once they have completed compulsory schooling. According to the

OECD (2012a), skills have become the global currency of the 21st century. Without proper

investment in skills, people languish on the margins of society, technological progress does

not translate into economic growth and countries can no longer compete in an increasingly

knowledge-based global society. Accordingly, if students in the OECD area were to raise

their performance by the equivalent of spending just one more semester in school, that

would add US $115 trillion to the area’s economy over the working life of the generation

born that year. But this ‘‘currency’’ of skills can depreciate as the requirements of labour

markets evolve and individuals lose the skills they do not use.

Moreover, the OECD (2012a) sees a clear message in the coexistence of unemployed

graduates and employers who cannot find employees with the skills they need. Skills do not

systematically translate into higher earnings and productivity. To ensure that skills are

placed at the service of better jobs and lives, a sounder understanding is needed of the skills

which improve our lives and economies. Governments therefore have to upgrade the

collection and use of information so that they can anticipate changes in the demand for

skills. They need to cooperate more closely with enterprises as they plan and implement

school and training programmes. Skills development is much more effective if the world of

learning is linked to that of work. Training at the workplace introduces young persons to a

professional environment and enables them to acquire technical skills as they work with

Table 1 Evolution of the World Bank’s priority education strategies

2000 2005 Leading up to 2020

Goals Quality Education for All Education for All and
education for the
knowledge economy

Learning for all

Priorities Basic education (for the
poor, girls)

Early interventions
(development of young
children, school health)

Innovative experiments
Systematic reform

Integration of education
into the national
outlook

Adoption of a sectoral or
holistic approach

Results-based education
policies

At the country level, strengthening
education systems to achieve
results

At the global level, developing a
high-quality knowledge base on
education systems
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modern equipment, as well as the general skills that come with first-hand experience.

Practical training also strengthens the motivation and engagement of young persons who

have left school, and thus facilitates their transition to the labour market (OECD 2012a).

The OECD places a priority on education that serves the economy and allows people to

develop skills they need for employment.

Equity is the other principal objective of the OECD. According to the OECD, education

policies based on equity can play an essential role in reducing income inequality. OECD

research shows that a more equitable distribution of education opportunities typically

results in a more equitable distribution of income from labour. It is also clear that people

with higher levels of education have a significant competitive advantage on the labour

market in both good and bad economic periods. Education policies which emphasize

equity, and help both disadvantaged and advantaged students to achieve strong academic

outcomes, continue onto higher levels of education, and eventually secure good jobs, could

therefore foster greater intergenerational earnings mobility and reduce income inequality

over time (OECD 2012b).

The results of the PISA assessment demonstrate the potential of this type of approach.

For example, the 2009 reading assessment showed that Canada, Finland, Japan and the

Republic of Korea were all among the top performers. In each of these countries, the

strength of the relationship between the performance of students and their socioeconomic

background was below the OECD average. However, these countries have something else

in common: their education systems focus strongly on equity. From a policy perspective,

they endeavour to provide high-quality education to all students and to minimize broad

variations in school performance through an equitable distribution of resources (OECD

2012b).

Finally, as Breakspear (2012, p. 4) indicates, a recent OECD study on the global effect

of PISA concludes that it ‘‘has become accepted as a reliable instrument for benchmarking

student performance worldwide’’.

Dominant concepts and instruments

Our analysis of the organizations’ policy orientations suggests that since 1990 their edu-

cation policies have been subject to a series of dominant concepts that therefore merit

discussion: quality, good governance and accountability, privatization, benchmarking and

the measurement of learning outcomes. All of these concepts are interrelated and make up

the conceptual stock into which international organizations and governments dip for the

ideas that will guide and pilot their education policies.

Quality

While it is hard to deny the importance of quality in education, it is not easy to find a

satisfactory definition or reliable instruments to measure it (Tawil, Akkari, and Macedo

2012). International organizations have gone further into the subject of the quality of basic

education following the substantial improvement in the access of children to primary

education throughout the world. The EFA Global Monitoring Report 2005 (UNESCO

2004) offers an adequate framework for analysis to address the issue of the quality of basic

education. According to this framework, the quality of education depends on four

parameters: learner characteristics and aptitude, enabling inputs for learning, the school

context and the outcomes of the learning process.
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The framework UNESCO used is very close to that of the World Bank (2006), though

the latter is more focused on the school factor (Heneveld and Craig 1995). For both

documents, Tikly (2011) refers to an overly technical approach that does not sufficiently

consider the contexts and aggravating factors of inequality. UNICEF’s approach to quality

focuses on the issue of human rights; it places a priority on the learner as central to the

education process (UNICEF 2007).

Despite the efforts of researchers and IOs, especially UNESCO, the quality of education

continues to be conceptualized as a matter of figures and indicators. Indeed, it is addressed

solely from a quantitative perspective, particularly when researchers are making com-

parisons between countries. Most models for analyzing the quality of education schematize

the education system into three interrelated spheres, with the sphere of the learning and

education process at the centre (Heneveld and Craig 1995; UNESCO 2004; UNICEF

2007). The first sphere includes inputs into the system, and finds expression in access to

education. The third sphere contains the outputs, which are measured in terms of the

knowledge and skills that learners acquire. In theory, the quality of education is situated in

the middle ‘‘process’’/sphere, although it is also influenced by the other two spheres.

It may therefore be observed that most of the instruments used to measure and assess

quality are based on quantitative indicators. This is very clear in the case of the OECD,

which, for example, measures the outcomes of standardized tests in classes with a view to

comparing them. In other words, thinking of quality as something that can only be eval-

uated using quantitative measures has led people to see qualitative tools as less valid. And

yet, the social, economic and cultural relevance of the knowledge that students acquire is

also key to assessing education quality.

Good governance and accountability

Concern for good governance is based on the hypothesis that many education systems have

been badly administered. Yet one can hardly claim that other sectors of public policy have

been better managed: consider the example of corruption in global financial and economic

governance. And we should emphasize that states have made considerable progress in

ensuring compulsory education for children of specific age groups. We are all aware of

recurrent problems related to the excessive centralization of education and to corruption,

but still we find it simplistic to claim that good governance is the key to making education

policies succeed. Can good governance compensate for inadequate financing of public

education or for dilapidated infrastructure? Nevertheless, this concept is increasingly

finding its place in the discourse of IOs.

In relation to governance, the World Bank is particularly concerned by the lack of

institutional capacity, especially among medium- to high-level officials in ministries of

education, and by the phenomenon of corruption:

A governance issue that poses a fundamental threat to education outcomes is cor-

ruption. It is essential that sector assessments identify both the problem—whether it

occurs outside the education sector (buying and selling of civil service jobs) or inside

(buying and selling of grades or admission to preferred schools)—and the options for

remedy. (World Bank 2005a, p. 36)

UNESCO has also become interested in the issue of governance, to which it devoted a full

report (UNESCO 2008). And UNICEF, in its Education Strategy 2006–2015, sets out the

concept of good governance as a primary requirement for more effective action, which it

nevertheless relates to the issue of respect for children’s rights (UNICEF 2006a). It is
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noteworthy that the OECD (2010) also recommends that member states (countries of the

North) adopt ‘‘good governance practices’’, as it is governments which design standards

and set policies.

Good governance is generally seen as a parallel to the notion of accountability, which

involves holding all the actors in the education system accountable for the effects and

practices of their actions. In education, accountability especially affects education

administrators, teachers and schools. It is an important tool in ensuring that education

systems make the transition from a logic of resources to one of processes and outcomes.

And it is important to consider who is being asked to be accountable. IOs often develop

tools related to bureaucratic accountability (OECD 2013), but the accountability of

teachers is also crucial, as they must be committed to and have a sense of responsibility

towards learners.

The World Bank is so attached to accountability that it has established an evaluation

system, the Systems Approach for Better Education Results (SABER), to ensure that

accountability is fully considered in national education policy (World Bank 2011).

Although accountability had not previously been central to its concerns, UNICEF

(2006a, p. 4) recommends as a priority that ‘‘education systems are accountable, well

managed’’.

Finally, in 2005, a UNESCO researcher challenged governments’ unsound management

of education systems:

As the economies of nations compete for strong positions within a competitive global

marketplace, many governments have become increasingly interested in the per-

formance of all aspects of their education systems. This trend, coupled with the

enormous expenditures that are devoted to education, has also precipitated wide-

spread public requests for higher levels of scrutiny concerning the quality of edu-

cation. These demands for information about school system performance can only be

addressed through the implementation of systematic accountability systems.

(Anderson 2005, p. ii)

UNESCO (2008) nevertheless remains cautious on this point; along with De Grauwe and

Lugaz (2007), it recalls that insisting on decentralization or local accountability could in

practice exacerbate inequalities rather than reducing them.

Privatization

Certain IOs, mainly the World Bank, appear to regard privatization as a miraculous

solution to a range of education problems, though they do acknowledge certain limitations,

such as the potential increase in inequality. In particular, they believe that diversifying the

supply of education by developing private operators can in itself guarantee an overall

improvement in education. However, this vision is simplistic, not only because education

does not in itself constitute a real market, but also because almost everywhere throughout

the world, at the various levels of education, the boundaries between public and private are

blurred (Akkari, Pompeu, Fernandes Costa, and Mesquida 2011; Ball and Youdell 2007).

The World Bank (2005a, p. 5) affirms its desire for privatized systems by proposing that

education should enjoy ‘‘active community and private sector involvement’’. It justifies

greater privatization in the following terms:

In some countries parents are increasingly expressing a demand for improved educa-

tional quality by enrolling their children in private schools, which they perceive to have
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higher standards than public schools. School surveys in Ghana showed an increase in

private primary school enrolments from about 5 percent of the total in 1988 to more than

20 percent in 2003. In Mali, private school enrolments plus those in community

schools—those sponsored by nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and community

groups—grew to about 25 percent of the total in 2003. (World Bank 2005a, p. 27)

Although the Bank’s commitment to privatizing education would appear to be steadfast (Lewis

and Patrinos 2011; Sosale 2000), that does not mean that it supports marginalizing the role of the

state. Accordingly, the Bank’s position is that, while governments must contribute substantially

to financing the compulsory phase of secondary education, families and communities should

play more active roles in financing post-compulsory education. This is where public-private

partnerships can contribute to providing mass secondary education at an attainable price (World

Bank 2005b). Moreover, the 2005 Strategy Update (World Bank 2005a) highlights several

changes since the previous (1999) report. And, while the 1999 report promoted user fees, the

2005 report recommends eliminating them at the primary level.

Since the 1990s, the OECD has thought it necessary to review public management, which

has not always been effective in generating reforms in the education sector. Therefore, it

recommends greater flexibility in exploring alternatives to public investment and regulation

which it believes would result in more cost-effective policy outcomes (OECD 1995).

UNICEF and UNESCO are less interested in seeing education systems privatized. They

see the need to respect the fundamental right to education, which requires free and public

education. Still, their approach appears to have evolved over recent years, as they are also

envisaging public-private partnerships (UNICEF 2010). They have also noted the limita-

tions on public resources. In addition to free education, they see other strategies as nec-

essary to achieve universal high-quality education. In this context, solutions involving the

private sector, schools, partnerships, and innovative forms of financing are now emerging

as possible alternatives (UNESCO IIEP 2012, p. 9).

Strongly performing education systems: Benchmarking and measuring outcomes

Benchmarking, the use of comparative studies based on target values, is intended to

identify good education practices and incorporate them into education policies in order to

improve performance. The World Bank and the OECD often use this technique, which

originated in the world of business: identifying ‘‘best practices’’ and advocating their

transfer from one education context to another. However, despite its potential, this tech-

nique underestimates how much education systems are historically and culturally anchored

in a specific context. The borrowing of good practices in education policy is resulting in a

common transnational agenda:

This agenda,… defines education primarily in terms of its economic value and

learners as human resources, required by the global production system. In the

beginning of the twenty-first century, we are experiencing, at the most official level,

not only the transnationalisation of education policy making but also the subjugation

of education to the mandates of the global economy. (Moutsios 2009, p. 479)

The latest of the dominant concepts, related to benchmarking, concerns the measurement

of learning outcomes. Clearly, this does not mean educators evaluating their impact on

their own students. Here, measurement means evaluating students, schools, teachers and

education systems based on standardized tests administered on a broad scale. Once again,

the final objective is to identify the school models that perform most strongly.
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More precisely, the World Bank uses target values (or benchmarks) to improve the

performance of education systems by taking as models the countries it sees as having

succeeded the best economically. In general, these are emerging Asian countries. That

practice very often leads to teachers being paid less, and fewer students repeating grades

(Altinok 2005, p. 21). Bourdon (2006) describes the World Bank’s model of strong per-

formance as possessing the five characteristics listed below. It urges the countries it

considers to be underperforming to emulate these practices.

1. They allocate a large part of the national budget to primary education.

2. Their unit costs are within the average of the countries examined—neither too high nor

too low.

3. They pay the average teacher at around 3.6 times the GDP per capita.

4. A large part of expenditure is on non-recurrent purchases (generally non-wage costs).

5. The average teacher has about 40 students, and their average repetition rate is below 10%.

From the same perspective, PISA enables the OECD to legitimize and standardize the

evaluation of national education systems. Indeed, as its tests have come to enjoy global

popularity, they have made the OECD an expert in international evaluation. In practice,

this acts as pressure for countries that closely follow the publication of PISA results,

hoping for improvements. For example, the OECD (2010, p. 10) congratulated Mexico in

the following terms: ‘‘the performance gains that Mexico has achieved since President

Calderon established the PISA performance target have been significant’’. Indeed, Mexican

students’ scores rose from an average of 392 points in 2003 to 435 in 2010.

UNESCO uses data from the Programme on the Analysis of Education Systems (PASEC) of

the Conference of Ministers of Education of French-speaking Countries and of SACMEQ, the

Southern and Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality. It recognizes the

need to evaluate African education systems by comparing certain indicators (skills acquired at

school, level of teachers, etc.) in order to finally achieve strongly performing systems (Bourdon

and Nkengné-Nkengné 2007). These results have served as a basis for discussing education

policies. By the end of the 1990s, UNESCO and UNICEF had already jointly designed and

launched measurements of basic learning and life skills in a number of countries through a

programme called Monitoring Learning Achievement (MLA) (UNESCO 2000).

While UNESCO (2007) and UNICEF (2006b) place more emphasis on the contexts and

needs of learners, they do not hesitate to use the concept of best practices to identify

education measures that have succeeded and should be used as sources of inspiration.

What are the alternatives?

Our analysis shows a certain convergence that unites these organizations beyond their

specific policy directions.

For example, UNICEF and UNESCO continue to give priority to a rights-based

approach to education. According to one of their reports (UNICEF/UNESCO 2007), such

an approach adds significant value to education for six reasons:

– It promotes social cohesion, integration and stability.

– It builds respect for peace and non-violent conflict resolution.

– It contributes to positive social transformation.

– It is more cost-effective and sustainable.

– It produces better outcomes for economic development.

– It builds capacity.
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Nevertheless, UNICEF did not hesitate to publish, with the World Bank, a report on the

costs of education (school fees), thereby demonstrating its flexibility (World Bank/UNI-

CEF 2009). Although all of the four organizations we analyzed are receptive to the

dominant concepts, it can be seen that the World Bank and, to a lesser extent, OECD are

the two drivers in this field. UNESCO appears to be the most hesitant and UNICEF

occupies a middle position. Therefore, it is interesting to note that over the course of time

the influence of these organizations has varied and that, depending on the period, some

have been more capable than others of influencing international debate, and thereby

national education policies.

Mundy (2006) has shown that the EFA movement is the result of a ‘‘progressive

rapprochement’’ between two apparently opposed paradigms: the neo-liberal and pro-

economic approaches approved by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World

Bank in the 1980s and 1990s, and the approaches of equity and skepticism towards

globalization adopted by the United Nations system. Accordingly, since the 1990s, a global

third way has been emerging. As the activities of various IOs often overlap in the field,

Burnett (2010) correctly points out the need to review the global architecture of the IOs

responsible for education. Thus, we see an urgent need for UNESCO, UNICEF, the World

Bank, and the OECD to reach agreement on how they will share their responsibilities, both

in managing knowledge and in working at the country level, while at the same time

avoiding the excesses of a mainstream approach with neo-liberal tendencies.

However, while our analysis points to greater complexity in this sense of overall

convergence, it also suggests an underlying tension between the two essential functions of

an international organization such as UNESCO. One function is more intellectual and truly

global, and the other is more technical, as a development agency. These two functions,

both within its mandate, have completely different implications in terms of discourse,

justification, priority areas of action and types of activities and partners. For example,

while the intellectual institution of UNESCO engages in reflection concerning all the

regions of the world and the education system as a whole, including lifelong learning, the

technical agency is more specifically interested in basic education in the low-income

countries of the South (Tawil forthcoming).

Moreover, UNESCO is not acting in a vacuum, and comes into contact with a

diverse range of national and local actors. Certain partners try to make use of its

influence to call for an acceleration of neo-liberal education reforms; others resist,

pointing out that international comparative studies have methodological limits and can

be incoherent. For all these reasons, we believe it is useful to reflect on the policy

alternatives that may be able to counter the dominant orientations of IOs, or at least

stimulate debate about them. Indeed, UNESCO and UNICEF are currently engaged in

reflection along these lines.

We see these alternatives as revolving around three principal concerns: (1) education as

a right and a public good; (2) the relevance of education as a priority for public policy; and

(3) the reduction of inequality (Klees, Samoff, and Stromquist 2012; UNESCO 2013).

Education as a right and a public good

Given the multiple attempts to circumscribe the role of schools and treat education as an

instrument in the service of the economy, it is necessary to confirm that education is a

fundamental human right. As Charlot (2002) emphasizes, education is a triple process of

humanization, socialization and singularization. Of course, education contributes greatly

to the economy, and standardized tests do have some legitimacy. But as Sen (1999)
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points out, we must recall the value that schooling has in terms of membership of

society, development, and individual and collective freedoms.

If education is considered to be a public good, then the state has a particular and primary

responsibility in this field. Even though families and NGOs can participate in managing

education, the principal responsibility lies mainly with the state and its public services.

Simply diversifying the supply will not remove the obstacles to children accessing good

quality basic education. And states play an imperative and unavoidable role in unstable

regions in the global South, where the failure of the state may lead certain IOs or NGOs to

try to replace it.

The relevance of education

Over the past decade, education policies have been increasingly focused on the

essential issue of the quality of education and the measurement of learning. This focus

on quality may seem logical, given the strong focus on the problem of access during

the 1990–2000 decade. However, the dominant approaches to quality have been

exclusively based on measurable and quantifiable dimensions. Thus, we point to the

relevance of education as an alternative to the quality of education. Education must be

relevant for several reasons:

– It facilitates improved membership in society, along with freedom and participation.

– It allows students to acquire useful skills and knowledge for everyday, professional,

school and social life.

– Relevant education serves humanity as a whole, through society, local communities,

and the family.

– Relevant education allows people to gain access to a life of dignity, a critical spirit, and

autonomy.

However, the relevance of education must not be reduced to its socio-economic dimension.

It encompasses the whole potential and capacity of learners (Barrett and Tikly 2012).

The reduction of inequality

Many researchers have found that education is a precious good that is unevenly distributed

between countries and, within countries, between people in various social categories. In

addressing inequalities between countries, international cooperation may be an appropriate

tool to reduce the North-South divide. Within each country, reducing inequality will

require redistributing material and cultural resources, and ensuring social mixing between

the various socio-cultural groups.

In conclusion, we have demonstrated the need to analyze, in depth, the role that

IOs play in developing education policies. These roles have changed continuously, as

the organizations and the international development cooperation agenda have evolved,

and as experts in knowledge, innovation and education have spread throughout the

world. These organizations wield influence that can be decisive in breaking down

barriers between education systems and in transferring vital experience. But this

influence can be harmful if it is confined to a utilitarian and limited conception of

education.
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