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The education paradox
Education’s share of official 

development assistance (ODA) 
has fallen from 13 percent to 
10 percent since 2002, while 
the share for health has risen 
from 15 percent to 18 percent 

and infrastructure from 24 
percent to 31 percent.

International Commission on Financing Global Education Opportunity 
(2016, pp. 22–23)

Education:
The best investment the 

world can make.
Rt Hon. Gordon Brown, Chair of the International Commission 

on Financing Global Education Opportunity and the United 
Nations Special Envoy for Global Education 2016
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The education paradox
Under-appreciated:
even when seemingly 
obvious linkages can be 
drawn between education 
and other development 
sectors, the connections are 
often not made
e.g. ‘capacity building’

Over-emphasised:
discussions of educational 
development specifically 
frequently focus almost 
exclusively on its instrumental 
value
e.g. ‘labour market readiness’ 
& the ‘health case for 
education’

The intrinsic value of education
• Teaching and learning are a natural and defining 

characteristic of human society
• The capability to be educated is, in and of itself, a good 

(Sen 1999; Walker and Unterhalter 2007); education has 
intrinsic value

• At the same time, education has instrumental value
because it can act as a rights conduit, an enabling right

• Education is both an end, a goal in itself, but also a means
through which other goals can be met
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Purpose of this talk
1. to provide an account of how the international 

development agenda has changed over time, and
2. to interrogate the concept of ‘education for sustainable 

development’ as articulated in Target 4.7 of the SDGs, and 
what this might mean for the sustainable development 
agenda as a whole

“[N]ot the account of education’s role in 
sustainable development, but an

account of it, an account that includes 
both the more familiar storylines of 

educational development that readers 
will undoubtedly recognise, but also less 

well-known ones. In keeping with our 
belief that educators should teach how 

to think, not what to think, we hope that 
our account will inspire critical reflection 
and engagement, discussion, and, above 

all, learning.”
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Overview of the book
• Builds on a background paper for the 2016 UNESCO Global 

Education Monitoring Report

• Reviews literature from a range of disciplines to explore 
education’s relationship with other development sectors

• Challenges silo-thinking in the SDGs by exploring how achieving 
the education targets can be expected to support or hinder 
progress towards other targets, and vice-versa

• Challenges binary thinking in development, inviting readers to 
critically engage with development as discourse

Central argument of the book
• Rather than shaping education as an instrument to achieve a 

specific narrow development impact, no matter how worthy, we 
should be asking how to improve education on its own terms, as 
an end in itself

• If we conceptualise education as quality, inclusive, lifelong 
teaching and learning for all, it is more likely to lead to benefits 
across all sustainable development dimensions in both the short-
and the long-term
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The birth of the development project
• Founding of the United Nations, UNESCO, UNICEF, etc., with the 

goals of maintaining peace and security, supporting relationships 
between member states, and to collectively solve economic, 
social, cultural, or humanitarian problems

• Drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)

• Bretton Woods and the establishment of two ‘IFIs’:
• International Monetary Fund (IMF)

• International Bank for Reconstruction & Development (World Bank)

• Launch of the European Recovery Program (Marshall Plan)

The birth of the development project
“More than half the people of the world are living in conditions approaching 

misery… Their economic life is primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a 
handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas. For the first 

time in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and skill to relieve the 
suffering of these people. The United States is pre-eminent among nations in 

the development of industrial and scientific techniques… I believe that we 
should make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of 

technical knowledge in order to help them realise their aspirations for a better 
life. And, in cooperation with other nations, we should foster capital investment 

in areas needing development.”
(US President Harry S. Truman, 20 January 1949, cited in Escobar 1995, p.3)
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The birth of the development project
• a linear view of the process of development, moving from 

‘underdeveloped’ to developed
• a division of the world into rich and poor, and an equation 

of wealth with development, and poverty with 
underdevelopment

• the prioritisation of poverty eradication and economic 
growth ahead of other dimensions of human development, 
and the use of economic growth as a measure of success

A new approach to development?
• End of the Cold War brought with it a sea change
• Acknowledgement of problems with traditional aid modalities
• New strategy for economic reform required, accompanied by 

social policies informed by concept of human development 
(Hulme 2007)

• Series of international summits in different sectors (1990-
1995), including the World Conference on Education for All 
(WCEFA) in Jomtien, Thailand (1990)
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A new approach to development?
• The Millennium Summit (55th UN General Assembly)
• Drafting of the United Nations Millennium Declaration, setting out 

a set of shared values and principles:
1. Peace, security, and disarmament
2. Development and poverty eradication
3. Protecting our common environment
4. Human rights, democracy, and good governance
5. Protecting the vulnerable
6. Meeting the special needs of Africa
7. Strengthening the United Nations

The Millennium Development Goals

Millennium Declaration:
1. Peace, security, and disarmament
2. Development and poverty eradication
3. Protecting our common environment
4. Human rights, democracy, and good 

governance
5. Protecting the vulnerable
6. Meeting the special needs of Africa
7. Strengthening the United Nations
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The Millennium Development Goals

The Millennium Development Goals
• Complex matrix of power relations, competing and 

converging interests, and tensions and agreements, where 
the agenda has been primarily led by the so-called Global 
North, and in its own interests (Tikly 2016)

• The so-called Global South seen in deficit terms as the 
source of problems, and the North, as the exporter of 
solutions (Akyeampong et al. 2006)

• A preoccupation with quantifiable measures of progress 
(King 2017)
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The Millennium Development Goals

It is part of being modern, that pretence that we can be 
precise and exact in measuring our reality. [. . .] It is 
driven by our ‘trust in numbers’, the belief that the 

language of quantity can explain what happens far away 
(Porter 1995).”

(Jansen 2005, p. 372)

The Millennium Development Goals
• 1996 meeting of OECD-DAC
• Drafting of Shaping the 21st Century: The Contribution of 

Development Cooperation, including 6 International 
Development Targets (IDTs)

• Drew directly from international summits
• Measurability played a significant role: the document explicitly 

refers to “qualitative aspects of development” as essential, 
but distinct from “the more measurable goals we have 
suggested” (OECD-DAC 1996, p.11)
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The Millennium Development Goals
OECD-DAC IDTs:
1. economic wellbeing (reduce poverty by half)
2. social development

a) universal primary education
b) eliminating gender disparity in primary and 

secondary education
c) reduce infant and child mortality and maternal 

mortality
d) access to reproductive health services

3. environmental sustainability and regeneration

Education and the development project?

International Education 
Community
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Education and the development project
• First WCEFA in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990
• In 1996, UNESCO published Learning: The Treasure Within (the 

Delors Report), which took a humanistic, holistic, integrated 
view of education as learning throughout life, based on four 
pillars:
1. Learning to know
2. Learning to do
3. Learning to be
4. Learning to live together

• Second WCEFA in Dakar, Senegal in 2000

Education and the development project
• IFIs central to setting agendas, while UNESCO, with the specific 

mandate for education, was often side-lined (Heyneman 2003)

“the strong emphasis on the importance of quality, so evident in Jomtien in 
September 1990, and in Dakar five months earlier [than the MDGs], was lost in 
translation. [. . .] this focus on just two quantitative Education Goals points to 
UNESCO not being in a position in the Millennium discussions to secure the 
additional dimensions, such as education of good quality, that would have 
been ideal. [. . .] the evident simplicity of universal primary education and 

gender parity [. . .] commended them to the policy and political communities.”
(King 2017, p.5)
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The SDG promise…
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
• deadline of 2030
• more inclusive/collaborative (Dodds et al. 2017)
• pledge to “leave no-one behind” & “reach the furthest behind 

first” 
• 1 framing document, 17 goals, 169 targets, 230 UN IAEG-SDG 

& 100 UN SDSN proposed indicators (and counting…)
• “global in nature, and universally applicable”

MyWorld 2015 Survey

http://vote.myworld2015.org/
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MyWorld 2015 Survey

MyWorld 2015 Survey (as of April 1, 2019)
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MyWorld 2015 Survey (as of April 1, 2019)

Education’s promise…
• Similar prioritisation of good education among child labourers and 

street children (Biggeri 2007) and children impacted by armed 
conflict (UNFPA, UNICEF and Women’s Commission 2007)

“The single biggest surprise is the incredible importance of education to all 
the children, all the families, even to the children who are not always able to 

go to school. Education is the single thing that everybody cares about the most 
and everybody aspires to. It’s the thing all the parents want most for their 

children and it’s seen as the most important vehicle for getting a better life in 
the future.”

(Boyden, 17 March 2016)
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Education’s promise…

7 ‘regular’ targets
(1) primary & secondary (2) early childhood development (3) technical, vocational & 

tertiary (4) number of people with relevant skills (5) eliminate gender disparities & other 
inequalities (6) adult literacy (7) promote sustainable development & culture of peace

3 ‘means of implementation targets’
(a) improving learning environments (b) expanding higher education scholarships (c) 

improving teacher capacity

Education’s promise?
• Actually, ‘demoted’ from Goal 3 to Goal 4
• Education is “both an end and a cross-cutting means” but the fact 

that “[e]ducation can play a vital role in bringing about sustainable 
change over time because it is change which is owned by affected 
and participating stakeholders” is not well-articulated in the SDGs 
(ICSU & ISSC, 2015)

• 37 global UN reports all identify (at times causal) links between 
SDG 4 + other SDGs (excl. SDG 14), but often don’t discuss relevant 
constraints, or offer concrete policy options for acting on links 
(Vladimirova & Le Blanc, 2016)
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Education’s promise?
• Within education, we tend to shout within our silo (and 

sometimes feel as if we’ve been locked in to that silo!)

• Unfortunately, taken as a whole, the SDGs seem to reinforce 
this within-silo-shouting, with only 2 explicit mentions of 
education outside of SDG 4:
◦ 3.7 universal access to Sexual and Reproductive Health services, including for 

Family Planning, information and education

◦ 8.6 reduce proportion of youth not in employment, education or training

“Integrated and indivisible”
• The 17 SDGs are “integrated and indivisible”

• They include “means of implementation” (MOI) targets

• Dedicated Partnership SDG (Goal 17)

• However…
◦ MOI targets “largely silent about interlinkages and interdependencies among 

goals” (Stafford-Smith et al. 2016, p. 2)

◦ MOI targets sit within each goal, suggesting means and ends are within the 
same sector

◦ Goal 17 targets are all MOI targets, but hard to relate them to the other goals
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Education as an enabling right

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and 
skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, 

among others, through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, 

global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of 
culture’s contribution to sustainable development.

(SDG Target 4.7)

Education as an enabling right
• Conceptualised as a catalyst for all other sectors of sustainable 

development, however…
◦ no particular attention is drawn to Target 4.7 in the rest of the agenda
◦ it is not even designated as an MOI target

• What is the likelihood of an individual outside the field of 
education looking to SDG 4 for guidance?

• For some, Target 4.7 sets out the parameters for what 
countries require to acquire the “skillsets and toolkits for 
sustainability” (Stafford-Smith et al. 2016, p.4)
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Education as an enabling right
There is no longer any need to rely on retrofitting inadequate institutions 

for this training, as suitably motivated people will be able to access 
training on their mobile devices: massive open online courses (MOOCs) 
related to sustainability and planetary boundaries are already available 

from the World Bank and the Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network, enrolling tens of thousands of people. This development avoids 

costly retrofitting of training institutions and can be mobilized to reset 
the world views of unlimited growth and the myopic focus on GDP often 

held by political leaders and business executives.
(Stafford-Smith et al. 2016, p. 4)

Education as an enabling right
• no mention of educators
• emphasis on access and numbers
• (over-)reliance on ICT
• capacity building, as described, appears only to require “suitably 

motivated people” and access to information
• emerging research on human rights education, democratic 

education, education for sustainable development, citizenship 
education etc. emphasises importance of critical thinking and 
deep engagement with processes of teaching and learning
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The education paradox

Under-
appreciated

Over-
emphasised

Let’s talk about doughnuts…
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Raworth (2017)

Education and the doughnut

Sustainable development envisions people 
and communities prospering far beyond this 
[minimum social foundation], leading lives of 

creativity and fulfilment.
(Raworth 2012, p. 7)
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Basically we are always educating for a world that is or is becoming out 
of joint, for this is the basic human situation, in which the world is 

created by mortal hands to serve mortals for a limited time as home. 
Because the world is made by mortals it wears out; and because it 
continuously changes its inhabitants it runs the risk of becoming as 

mortal as they. To preserve the world against the mortality of its 
creators and inhabitants it must be constantly set right anew. The 

problem is simply to educate in such a way that a setting-right remains 
actually possible, even though it can, of course, never be assured.

(Arendt 1977, p. 192)

On education and sustainability…

Thank you

Contact:
s.bengtsson@iiep.unesco.org
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