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What is NORRAG?

Since its launch in 1985, NORRAG has established itself as a broad-based multi-constituency network of 
researchers, policymakers, NGOs and consultants that aims to intermediate between research and policy, 
offering and producing neutral knowledge and critical analysis of complex international education issues. 
Its main objectives are:

•	 To stimulate and disseminate timely, concise, critical analysis and act as an incubator for new 
ideas

•	 To serve as a knowledge broker at the interface between research and policy

•	 To promote North-South and South-South-North cooperation and institutional partnerships

NORRAG’s current programme focuses on the following themes:

•	 Education and training policies in the post-2015 and beyond agenda 

•	 Global governance of education and training and the politics of data 

•	 Conflict and education: Scenarios for their future interactions

•	 International perspectives on technical and vocational education and training (TVET)policies and 
practice in the global South

For more information, please visit: www.norrag.org

What is NORRAG News?

NORRAG News is a digital newsletter that is produced twice a year. Each issue has a large number of short, 
sharp articles, focusing on policy implications of research findings and/or on the practical implications of 
new policies on international education and training formulated by development agencies, foundations and 
NGOs. The niche of NORRAG has been to identify a number of ‘red threads’ running through the complexity 
of the debates and the current aid and cooperation discourse, and to dedicate special issues of NORRAG 
News to the critical analysis of these themes. 

Other ways to engage with NORRAG:

•	 NORRAG NEWSBite http://norrag.wordpress.com/ - NORRAG’s Blog about international edu-
cation, training and development aid and policy.

•	 Follow NORRAG on Twitter - @NORRAG_NEWS

•	 Follow NORRAG on facebook
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The Global Politics of Teaching and Learning:

The Real Story of Educational Cultures and Contexts

The last few years with their global focus on education post-2015 and review of Education for All (EFA) have 
emphasized the failure of LEARNING. Despite all the discussion of Learning Goals, and of Learning for All, 
the real storyline has been that students were not learning, or not learning enough (NORRAG blog: http://
norrag.wordpress.com/2013/12/31/learning-and-not-learning-that-was-the-year-that-was-2013/). There 
has, of course, been the other side of the learning story which is about PISA (the Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment) and success in learning – at least for some (See NORRAG PISA blog series: 
norrag.wordpress.com). This has then connected to QUALITY, another of the large themes of the post-2015 
debates. It too, like learning, has been as much about the absence of quality, or about the misplaced focus on 
access rather than quality in respect of the Millennium Development Goals.

But what about the situation in ordinary schools and training institutions? The implication of the term ‘learn-
ing crisis’ suggests there may be a crisis in teaching. But what is the reality behind the large numbers in the 
Global Monitoring Report 2013?

Teachers are surely not responsible for the fact that there are said to be some 774 million adults who are 
still illiterate in the world. Are teachers connected in any way to the iconic figures of 57 million out of school 
primary age children in 2011, 69 million out of school adolescents, or the 250 million 15- to 24-year olds who 
lack foundation skills despite half of them having spent four years or more in school? Equally, are teachers 
connected to the growth of what are called ‘low cost private schools’, or to the massive presence in many 
countries of fee-paying ‘shadow education’ taking place after regular day school and at weekends? Or are 
they related to the claim that 1.6 million teachers are said to be needed to achieve universal primary educa-
tion? These issues need to be interrogated  further.

More than 30 years ago, the Research Review and Advisory Group (RRAG), which was the direct predeces-
sor of NORRAG, focused on Teacher Effectiveness Research for its first state of the art review (1981); but 
there did not emerge a consensus about teacher policies that could be recommended in different settings; 
there was no golden fleece. Even after a multi-country ethnographic study of teaching by Beatrice Avalos, 
Teaching Children of the Poor (1986), there were no quick fixes to be offered.

More than 25 years later, in the Secretary General’s High Level Panel (HLP) Report of 2013, teachers get just 
two sentences out of the two pages discussing the HLP’s illustrative education goal: ‘Teachers are often 
early mentors who inspire children to advance. The quality of education in all countries depends on having 
a sufficient number of motivated teachers, well trained and possessing strong subject-area knowledge’. In 
March 2013, the Global Thematic Consultation on Education Post-2015 underlined that ‘In particular, a no-
table gap in current educational goals is the lack of focus on teachers, as the key agents in improving the 
quality of education’.

Fortunately, the Global Monitoring Report (GMR) 2013/4 has as its principal focus Teaching and Learning: 
Achieving Quality Education for All. It has done two things: first, it argues for the absolutely crucial role 
of ‘Education for Development Post-2015’, showing how education contributes to a whole range of devel-
opment outcomes. Second, the report looks at how ‘quality teachers’ need to be at the centre of ‘teaching 
and learning for maximum impact’. In this part, the evidence linking quality teachers and quality learning is 
reviewed, along with issues on teacher supply and deployment. There is a review of innovative curriculum 
and assessment reforms that depend centrally on teachers. And for policy makers, ten key strategies are 
proposed for unlocking teachers’ potential to solve the learning crisis.



In this special anniversary issue of NORRAG News we are paying considerable critical attention to the GMR 
of 2013/4; but we shall also look at how the multiple concerns about teachers and teaching are being posi-
tioned in the wider post-2015 education debates.

However, teaching is not principally about global positioning and global reports, even if there have been 
some very valuable reports on teaching, including from the OECD, McKinsey and others. It is about the many 
hugely different contexts and cultures of teaching and learning. Teacher assumptions about the nature of 
intelligence, achievement, and social class are all going to be vital to their cultures of teaching. Equally, their 
status and reputation in society are nowhere the same, and even within a single society, their status can 
change markedly over time, greatly influenced by salary, and by perceptions of schooling whether public or 
private. Again, if the teachers are migrants, teaching away from home or their country, it will be very differ-
ent.

From NORRAG’s current 4,000+ members, there are no less than 156 who profess that one of their areas of 
disciplinary interest and expertise is ‘teacher education’ while there are 101 who claim the same for  ‘teacher 
training’. Apart from those mentioned in the list of contents below, we hope to hear back from some mem-
bers of these constituencies when you read this issue of NORRAG News. You may want to follow our blog 
series also on teaching and learning (www.norrag.wordpress.com/tag/teachers/)

Finally, we should acknowledge that this is the fiftieth issue of NORRAG News (NN)! Several of the people 
who were mentioned as members of NORRAG back in NN1 in 1986 are very active today, such as Sheldon 
Shaeffer, Noel McGinn, Ernesto Schiefelbein, Lene Buchert, Beatrice Avalos, Hans Weiler, Wim Hoppers, and 
Ingemar Fagerlind. Also Michel Carton and Kenneth King. Luckily, a few of these are also very well-known for 
their expertise on teachers and teaching.

References

Avalos, B. and Haddad, W. 1981. Teacher Effectiveness Research. IDRC, Ottawa

Avalos, B (Ed). 1986. Teaching Children of the Poor. IDRC, Ottawa.

UNESCO. 2014. Teaching and Learning: Achieving Quality Education for All. EFA Global Monitoring Report. 
UNESCO, Paris



8 norragnews 50

Foreword

Kenneth King, University of Edinburgh & NORRAG

SIDA, CESO, DFID and now OSF  have been respon-
sible for NORRAG News reaching the grand old 
age of fifty issues since 1986! The first page of the 
first issue said that ‘The quality of our newsletters 
will depend on the contributions of individuals in 
the RRAG networks so please do send us material 
which you think other RRAG members should be 
made aware of.’  The same is certainly true today.

There were only 15 members of NORRAG men-
tioned in the first issue, and it is satisfying that, 
of these, Beatrice Avalos, Michel Carton, Kenneth 
King, Noel McGinn, Ernesto Schiefelbein, and Shel-
don Shaeffer have all contributed to this issue. By 
contrast with 1986, the call for contributions now-
adays goes out to the more than 4,000 NORRAG 
members, almost half of which are located in the 
South.

Many changes have taken place since the first is-
sue. It changed its name from Northern Research 
Review and Advisory Group to Network for Pol-
icy Research Review and Advice on Education 
and Training in 2002. Significantly, the dropping of 
‘Northern’ coincided with a special issue of NOR-
RAG News (NN30) on ‘The Harsh Realities of Go-
ing Virtual: NORRAG and the Web’.  By then, it had 
become very clear that there was a constituency 
interested in contributing to NORRAG, far beyond 
the traditional North. It changed again in 2013 to 
Network for International Policies and Cooper-
ation in Education and Training. But like many ac-
ronyms, the term, NORRAG, has taken on a life of 
its own, and there are few NORRAG members who 
would be able to say what the letters stand for!

Though the coordination of NORRAG moved to 
Geneva in 1991-2, with a special issue of NORRAG 
News (NN13) on Networking in Education and Train-
ing, the editing of NORRAG News remained in Ed-
inburgh. It is hard to believe that just 12 years ago, 
the hard copy red-covered NN was being put into 
envelopes in the Centre of African Studies, often 
late at night, and being sent off by airmail round 
the world.  Hard copies are not entirely a thing of 
the past, however. Thanks to NUFFIC, there are 
still hard copies of the latest NN if there is a spe-
cial meeting where NORRAG is responsible for a 
key part of the programme, such as at the biennial 
UKFIET Oxford Conference. 

One of the critical developments with the move 
to Geneva was that Swiss Development Coordi-
nation began to support the NORRAG coordina-
tion. It also supported the translation of shorter 
versions of NN into French from NN14 in 1994 and 
into Spanish from NN36 in 2005. A very important 
development was the arrival, with NN49 in 2013, of 
the first edition of the Arabic version of NN, sup-
ported by the Omani Ministry of Higher Education. 
Later this year, the Chinese version of NN50 will 
be launched in Zhejiang Normal University on the 
Chinese mainland.

But the changes to NORRAG News have been 
much less important than what has stayed the 
same. Almost from the beginning, each issue of NN 
has been on a single theme. Also, from the begin-
ning, the focus of NN has frequently been to take a 
key event such as Jomtien or Dakar, or a key report 
such as the EFA Global Monitoring Report, and 
expose it to a whole diversity of views. The same 
would be true of NN’s analysis of the international 
discourse around complex or controversial issues 
like ‘Value for Money’, ‘Education Capacity Build-
ing’, ‘Development Knowledge’, ‘Aid Effectiveness’, 
or the ‘Politics of Partnership’.

NN has from the start till now kept its eye on aid or 
cooperation in education and training. A large num-
ber of the great events or major reports and com-
missions it has examined have been supported by 
aid, like the Global Monitoring Report, Jomtien or 
Dakar. Many of its regular contributors are or have 
been associated with development agencies.

Equally, it has sought to focus not just on educa-
tion but also on skills development.  Indeed over 
700 members, a sixth of NORRAG’s current mem-
bership, would claim that technical and vocational 
education and training or skills development is one 
of their three areas of professional interest.

NORRAG News has always distinguished itself 
from academic journals by ensuring that poli-
cy-makers, NGOs, consultants, and donors con-
tributed to its pages – and not only academics 
and researchers.  This is only possible because 
no contributor is asked to write more than a page 
or a page and a half.  And one or two of our sharp-
est pieces have only been a paragraph long!  This 
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has been the emphasis: short and sharp. In other 
words, a critical approach, and not just a descrip-
tion or a summary.

NN aims to offer busy people wanting to know, 
from a range of different viewpoints, North and 
South, what happened at Jomtien, or what is the 
landscape for education and skills post-2015, or, 
in a future issue, what is understood by the global 
governance of education. But it also manages to 
persuade busy people to contribute to the debate.

From May 2012, NORRAG News has been very 
powerfully reinforced by the NORRAG blog, www.
norrag.wordpress.com, appearing at minimum five 
times in a month, and drawing like NN on a rich 
range of contributors, far beyond the core team 
of NORRAG. It too has been short, sharp and crit-
ical, and like NN, it has focused on a series of key 
themes.

Despite going virtual, NORRAG News cannot be 
separated from the regular face-to-face meetings 
of NORRAG members. These are essential to the 
life of any network or professional association. 
And it is through these that NORRAG’s new ‘Pro-
grammes of Work’ have been encouraged from 
2013.

Kenneth King, Editor, NORRAG News,

Saltoun Hall, Pencaitland, Scotland 

2nd June 2014
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Reaching Fifty: A Reflection on NORRAG News at NN50

Sheldon Shaeffer, consultant, formerly UNESCO, UNICEF, IDRC

Networks and newsletters come and go with considerable ease.  Their founders lose their motivation and 
funding (or worse!); they don’t keep up-to-date with the field, and so lose their relevance, their contributors, 
and eventually their readership; and they won’t (or can’t) adjust their format and mode of delivery to the 
technology of the time. The fact that NORRAG News has reached the milestone of 50 issues is therefore a 
truly remarkable achievement.

The Research Review and Advisory Group - RRAG - was established some 35 years ago by a small group 
of experienced and committed education researchers from around the world. They were brought togeth-
er by the Education Section of the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) in Ottawa to some-
how make sense of the burgeoning amount of education research being carried out around the world, and 
particularly to raise the profile and quality of both education researchers and research in the developing 
world.  Its primary function was to animate the “South”, and hence half its membership consisted of influen-
tial researchers in the South.  RRAG led to regional RRAGs which, although eventually succumbing to some 
of the challenges mentioned above, were effective for several years in linking researchers and promoting 
research.  NORRAG was originally one of these regional RRAGs. 

NORRAG also led to NORRAG News 1 (NN1) - and who would have believed then that it would continue to 
attract as contributors the most thoughtful education experts in the world, grow in both readership and in-
fluence, find and sustain (not always easily) its financing, and adapt so creatively to modern forms of social 
media with the introduction of @NORRAG_NEWS and a Facebook presence, and introduce a Blog, NORRAG 
NEWSBite (www.norrag.wordpress.com). Most of all, as the current and recent issues show, it has main-
tained its relevance to the discourse around the post-2015 development agenda and particularly its influ-
ence in regard to the role of skills in that agenda. As one of the members of the first NORRAG generation, I 
look forward to its continuing and influential role in the debates that surround education - and to its 100th 
issue!
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Teaching children of the poor, edited by Beatrice 
Avalos, came out in 1986, the same year that the 
first issue of NORRAG News (NN) was published. 
This theme of teaching and of teachers is at the 
core of the 50th edition of NN. The theme was 
chosen deliberately to coincide with the publica-
tion in January 2014 of the Education for All Global 
Monitoring Report (GMR) 2013/4 on Teaching and 
Learning. Over a third of this large volume is dedi-
cated to ‘Supporting teachers to end the learning 
crisis’.

Its chapters on teachers specifically focus on: 
how the learning crisis hits hardest the most dis-
advantaged; making teaching a national priority; 
a four-part strategy to provide the best teachers; 
and curriculum and assessment strategies that 
improve learning.

By contrast, 16 years earlier in 1998, the World Ed-
ucation Report (WER) was dedicated to Teachers 
and teaching in a changing world. Its three chapters 
on this topic covered the changing status and pro-
file of teachers; teaching contexts and pressures; 
and teachers, teaching and new technologies. The 
WER paid a good deal of attention to the status of 
teachers, and to the 1966 Recommendation on the 
status of teachers, prepared by the ILO and UNES-
CO. Indeed ‘status’ and ‘status of teachers’ are two 
of the commonest terms in the WER1.  By contrast, 
‘learning crisis’ is an extremely frequent usage in 
the GMR of 2013/4, and is often linked to the iconic 
figure of 250 million children who are said not to 
be learning or failing to learn, despite some years 
in school.

Connecting teaching with learning: teacher ex-
pectations

There is no direct attempt in the GMR to connect 
the learning crisis to any crisis of teaching. Indeed, 
the area of teacher responsibility for learning, and 
the massive potential impact of teacher expecta-

1  Interestingly, the WER is not in the bibliography of the 

GMR 2013/4.

tion on the determination of children to do well are 
not very evident in the GMR. By contrast, this huge 
potential was very clear at the end of the Avalos’ 
study:

The teachers in this study, by virtue of willing-
ly assuming a position of enormous power and 
control over classroom events, were also very 
much responsible for its outcomes (e.g. the 
success or failure of their pupils).

Teacher perception of such responsibility, howev-
er, was generally weak. (Avalos, 1986: 162)

According to Cheng Kai-ming (University of Hong 
Kong), teacher expectations of children are uni-
formly high in many East Asian countries. As early 
as 1990, he wrote about ‘The culture of schooling 
in East Asia’, noting that:

Teachers in China tend to believe that with 
due effort, a child should always be able to 
achieve the expected standard. They believe 
that genetic factors are always secondary, so 
long as pupils are trying hard…. As a corollary 
to this assumption, teachers believe that stu-
dent performance is attributable to teacher 
performance. (Cheng, 1990: 164-5)

Personally I have always thought that you only 
need to meet a single teacher who believes in your 
potential for there to be a huge impact. This is pre-
cisely what Albert Camus said to his old teacher 
when getting the Nobel Prize for literature: ‘With-
out you, without the affectionate hand that you 
held out to the poor child that I was, without your 
teaching and your example, none of this would 
have happened.’ (Camus quoted in WER, 1998: 94).

Diverse cultures of teaching

The GMR does pick out a whole series of salient in-
dividual teacher voices illustrating key dimensions 
in its ‘four-part strategy for providing the best 
teachers’ in chapter 6. A few of these re-appear on 
the GMR’s back cover. Equally, the WER has a box 
with different children saying what makes a good 

Editorial on Connections, Cultures and Realities of Teaching and 
Learning

Kenneth King, University of Edinburgh & NORRAG

Email: Kenneth.King@ed.ac.uk
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teacher (WER, 1998: 20). But these don’t really 
capture what Cheng calls the ‘culture of schooling’, 
and what might also be termed ‘cultures of teach-
ing’. Kelly, in this issue of NORRAG News, power-
fully terms ‘teaching as cultural practice’. But none 
of these phrases turns up in the WER or the GMR 
2013/4, interestingly.

This means that the well-known Japanese study 
circles of teachers which are often thought to be 
responsible for the quality of primary and second-
ary education in Japan are not mentioned in the 
GMR. Doubtless, this may be because of the dif-
ficulty of drawing attention in a global report to a 
‘good practice’ that may not take easily root in oth-
er teaching environments.  But then what about 
the other end of the spectrum where it might ap-
pear, in some situations, that the learning crisis de-
rives from the culture of schooling itself? Avalos, 
for instance, at the end of the ethnographies of 
teaching in Bolivia, Colombia and Chile, concludes 
that ‘School failure, it seemed to us, is partly the 
result of circumstances, but, to a large extent, is 
actively produced within the schools’ (Ibid. 163).

NORRAG News 50 (NN50) has several examples 
of what Naylor (in this issue of NN) calls the ‘con-
servative culture of teaching and learning’. While 
in her case, the ‘sacred text’ may be ‘hand-written 
notes, passed on from teacher to teacher, student 
to student, generation to generation’, elsewhere, 
e.g. Myanmar, it may be memorized answer-books, 
bought in the local markets. But in many settings 
these conservative cultures of schooling are sur-
vival strategies derived from lack of text books, 
equipment, and, especially, lack of English (or 
French). This last is particularly visible in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa where Trudell (in this issue of NN) ar-
gues that: ‘hundreds of thousands of these African 
teachers suffer a serious pedagogical handicap: 
those whose classroom language practices pre-
vent real communication and real learning on the 
part of their pupils, because the language of in-
struction is not understood by the children.’

Realities of teaching

What several contributors to NN50 appear to have 
identified are different versions of a teaching re-
ality that is far removed from the participatory 
methods that teachers may have even enthusi-
astically learnt about at college. Thus Schendel 
(in this issue of NN) talks about ‘the pervasive 
influence and importance of teachers’ pre-under-

standings and perceptions of education.  There is 
an acknowledgement that teachers tend to teach 
as they were taught, but there is no discussion of 
why that tends to be the case.’ This is paralleled 
by Naylor, again, being ‘struck by the resilience of 
the incumbent culture of teaching and learning in 
the face of an onslaught of teacher training, new 
curricular materials and other interventions all 
promoting the adoption of “participatory teach-
ing methodology”’. The same point is made by the 
Schiefelbeins in a report they refer to in this issue 
of NN: 

In the absence of in-service training, or prior 
training that encourages reflection on prac-
tice, teachers continue to teach as they were 
taught to do in their pre-service formation or 
as they learned in earlier schooling. Interven-
tions, such as improved textbooks, smaller 
classes, and in-service training that increase 
teachers’ subject knowledge, will have little or 
no impact on actual practices.

These harsh realities of teaching and learning are 
laid bare in many NN50 contributions from South-
ern Sudan and Uganda to South Africa, and from 
Malaysia to Central America. Amin and Dhunpath 
(in this issue of NN) capture the ‘deficit discourse’ 
against which teachers’ work is analysed; they 
thoughtfully explain historically how ‘an unfor-
giving state of education in most parts of South 
Africa is, undoubtedly, also part of the problem re-
lating to the emergence of scathing descriptions 
of teachers and the work they do. In the words of 
Bloch (2010) education is in a “toxic” state.’ But they 
go beyond the essential critique of ‘dysfunctional-
ity’ to make the case for mapping also the land-
scape of ‘exceptionality’. Not to romanticize and 
glorify this but, in a very powerful phrase: ‘to turn 
the pervasive pedagogy of despair to a pedagogy 
of possibility.’

The need for good news

As we said at the very beginning of NN50, the 
last few years with their global focus on educa-
tion post-2015 and review of Education for All 
(EFA) have emphasized the failure of learning. In 
this regard, the first sentence is one of the most 
memorable of the GMR 2013/4: ‘…it is clear that, 
despite advance over the past decade, not a single 
goal will be achieved globally by 2015’. ‘Learning cri-
sis’, we have noted, is one of its most common re-
frains. Hawker (in this issue of NN) comments that 
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the GMR ‘paints a rather gloomy picture of the 
current state of the teaching workforce in many 
countries – there are not enough teachers, they 
are poorly trained, lack essential teaching skills, 
sometimes lack basic education themselves, are 
underpaid, undervalued, often unmotivated, get 
little effective support from the authorities, are 
often subject to insensitive and arbitrary policy 
decisions....’ This is why it is essential, in Guzman’s 
words, to have the ‘good news’ as well as the bad. 
We can celebrate, with Ameen (in this issue of NN) 
the extraordinary achievements of girl students, 
and their teachers, in Oman, but worry over the 
massive underachievement of boys, at all levels.

Of course there are some bad apples in the crate, 
but Sawamura (in this issue of NN) following a long-
term ethnographic approach in Kenya, concludes 
there are ‘so many teachers who are committed to 
their vocation in spite of difficult circumstances, 
supporting their students’ learning regardless of 
being paid well or not.’ He argues that we should 
become more ‘introspective’, and that ‘we had bet-
ter start understanding and acknowledging how 
teachers work in demanding situations.’ Heyneman 
(in this issue of NN) tells a parallel story in next-
door Uganda after a decade of fiscal famine in the 
1970s: ‘Books were gone; copy machines broken; 
desks had succumbed to weather and insects. 
What had not disappeared were the teachers. 
There they were, day after day. What they lacked 
in materials, they made up with additional time, 
memory and diligence.’

Changing the time line

One of the problems with the GMRs and with many 
other ‘global’ reports and initiatives such as Glob-
al Education First is that the UN’s 2015 time line is 
assumed to be universally applicable. How many 
times have we read: ‘With the deadline for the EFA 
goals less than two years away…’? But this is not 
the timing of national education reform processes, 
including for teachers. In Malaysia, what Fernan-
dez-Chung (in this issue of NN) terms ‘race-based 
meritocracy’ as opposed to true meritocracy goes 
back more than forty years to 1971 and the New 
Economic Policy. Li (in this issue) points out that 
China’s concern with promoting open education 
is a thirty-five year commitment. Avalos takes a 
twenty-year perspective on this GMR 2013/4; and 
Hattie’s massive review of learning achievement, 
Visible learning (see Mason in this issue of NN) 
itself took fifteen years, and claimed to have iden-

tified the key factors (many of them teacher-relat-
ed) that appeared to enhance learning more effec-
tively. Further, McGinn’s very modest review of his 
fifty years’ experience in ‘planning’ would acknowl-
edge that ‘We ignored the wide cultural and eco-
nomic differences that exist between countries 
(and even wider differences between individuals). 
Our objective was not to learn what would work 
best in another context--the intent was to transfer 
knowledge, not to acquire it’ (in this issue of NN).

Hence, the deadline for countries considering the 
recommendations and strategies from the GMR 
2013/4 cannot be only 17 months away in Septem-
ber 2015.

Further dichotomies

Many readers approaching the 462 pages of the 
GMR 2013/4 will start with the ten recommenda-
tions for ‘unlocking teachers’ potential to solve the 
learning crisis’ - just two pages in the overview, and 
four in the last section. They all seem perfectly ac-
ceptable, following through on the logic of the rest 
of the volume. But they are aimed at what ‘poli-
cy-makers should adopt’. And they are given urgen-
cy by reminding the reader that 250 million chil-
dren are not learning the basics, and they must not 
be allowed to become a lost generation. ‘School 
leadership’ is also mentioned in relation to the pro-
posals, ‘to ensure that teachers are accountable’. 
But the term ‘teacher leadership’ doesn’t appear 
at all. Hawker (in this issue of NN) argues that this 
is surely part of unlocking potential: 

It is crucial to identify the good practitioners, 
listen to their advice, encourage them to lead 
others and provide them with the resources 
to do so effectively.  The teacher unions will 
have a role to play in this, as will local commu-
nities.  The point is that, if we are looking for 
a massive improvement in the global teaching 
force, we must not neglect the leadership ca-
pacity which already exists within it.

The last dichotomy relates to the ‘learning cri-
sis’ – a term which we have already noted is used 
throughout the GMR 2013/4 (almost 120 times!). 
It is perhaps interesting that ‘teaching crisis’ is 
not used at all in the whole volume. But this does 
produce something of dichotomy between the 
iconic figure (of 250 million) attached to the learn-
ing crisis and the acknowledgement that the ma-
jority of these non-learners are actually in school, 
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and many others of them have had a few years of 
school exposure: 

Of the world’s 650 million primary school age 
children, at least 250 million are not learning 
the basics in reading and mathematics. Of 
these, almost 120 million have little or no ex-
perience of primary school, having not even 
reached grade 4. The remaining 130 million are 
in primary school but have not achieved the 
minimum benchmarks for learning. (UNESCO, 
2014: 18).

We are also told that the cost of 250 million chil-
dren not learning the basics is equivalent to US$ 
129 billion (ibid. 192). Many of them are said to be 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. But we learn 
very little about their experience of school, or of 
teaching.  We end up therefore with a very dra-
matic figure about children not learning, but this is 
almost entirely disconnected from what we learn 
about any teaching they may or may not have had. 
McLean (in this issue of NN) puts his finger on pre-
cisely this disconnect or dichotomy in which what 
we hear about learning (and often about non-learn-
ing) is in quite a separate silo from teaching:

So it is strange, 30 years on, to witness a glob-
al debate on the post-2015 education goal in 
which there is a tendency to talk about learn-
ing as if it were disconnected from teaching, 
detached from teachers, different from edu-
cation and somehow recently discovered. How 
did we get here and what is going on?

We have only referred briefly in these few pages to 
less than a quarter of the more than fifty contrib-
utors to this special anniversary issue of NORRAG 
News.
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Key words: Teacher recruitment, preparation and 
deployment policies; teacher working conditions 
and career structures; criteria for better teacher 
improvement plans.

Summary: This note highlights the comprehen-
siveness of the section on teachers in the GMR 
2013/4 and the many areas in which comprehen-
sive teacher policies are lacking.  It notes, howev-
er, that many of the improvement proposals have 
been around for a long time, and that there is need 
to get these working through attending properly 
to the setting of priorities and attention to what 
are conditioning elements for improvements to 
take place.

Teachers have never been absent in the past Glob-
al Monitoring Reports (GMRs), especially in the 
Quality Imperative one (GMR 2005), simply be-
cause no education subject can be handled with-
out referring to one of its key actors. However, 
for the first time, the GMR 2013/14 Report pres-
ents a complete and thorough analysis centred on 
teachers and their role in the achievement of the 
Education for All targets. The themes discussed 
consider the main elements that need attention in 
well-formulated teacher policies: attracting good 
teacher candidates, preparing them competently 
for teaching, deploying them equitably in order to 
serve diverse groups in diverse locations, support-
ing them in their work, and providing them with 
career structures, salaries and working conditions 
that retain the competent ones in schools.  The 
Report also discusses the need for appropriate 
teacher performance evaluation as well as forms 
of dealing with unprofessional behaviour.  As with 
all other Reports, this one provides illustrations 
of country cases that “do it well”, while also high-
lighting controversial practices that affect teach-
ers and their well-being; and, very importantly, it 
draws on relevant and recent research to illustrate 
issues and possibilities for change. The Report 
is not limited to the very poor countries but also 
notes similar situations that affect more devel-
oped ones.  

The Central Role of Teachers in the GMR 2013-14
Beatrice Avalos-Bevan, University of Chile, Santiago, (formerly Ministry of 
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Despite what is said above, a second reading of the 
key chapters 5 and 6 of the GMR 2013/14 makes for 
an unsettling sense of “déjà vu”.  It would seem that 
nothing much has changed in the past twenty or so 
years in respect to the big gap in some countries 
(especially in sub-Saharan Africa and South and 
West Asia) between what is desirable and what is 
feasible or possible to achieve as far as provision 
of teachers and the quality of their work is con-
cerned.  Although the Report shows exceptions 
and some positive country experiences, on the 
whole it presents a picture of very little real prog-
ress in these matters, thus helping to explain in 
part why many EFA targets will not be met by 2015.  
Unfortunately, there is not much analysis of why 
this has been so, beyond references to low levels 
of education spending, inadequate teacher condi-
tions and obvious external causes such as warfare 
and its after-effects in various countries.  A possi-
ble hypothesis is that in many countries there has 
not been an adequate policy-formulation environ-
ment, in the sense that priorities may have been 
set that do not sufficiently consider how one set of 
factors influences others, thus resulting in piece-
meal interventions with little enduring effects.  

Individual country-settings have problems and 
dilemmas related to teacher provisions that are 
not necessarily equally shared by other countries.  
Such dilemmas are reflected in decisions about 
priorities for increased expenditures.  For exam-
ple, the need to improve the educational oppor-
tunities for those who live in remote geographical 
areas or particular cultural communities may be 
mainly a question of recruiting new teachers from 
those contexts with additional incentives or may 
be a more complex issue related to working con-
ditions and the number of teachers available in 
the country.  If the issue is to have a greater num-
ber of teachers from outside those communities, 
then it is also an issue to have relevant teacher 
preparation opportunities and to improve the cur-
riculum of teacher education programmes along 
those lines as well as to improve in situ profes-
sional development opportunities.  If the issue is 
that conditions of service do not attract teachers 
otherwise prepared for those contexts, then it 
is those conditions that must be given priority in 
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policy decisions.  From another perspective, the 
policy need of a particular country may be to raise 
the subject-matter understanding of new teach-
ers and the skills to teach this appropriately to 
diverse populations.  This, in turn, requires teacher 
educators or mentors able to contribute to widen-
ing of their knowledge base through professional 
development activities and to provide feedback 
on their practice.  

Faced with a large number of problem areas and 
the inability to deal concurrently with all of the Re-
port’s recommendations on teacher quality, coun-
tries should realistically assess what would be the 
trade-offs of selecting some and leaving others 
for a later opportunity, though keeping in mind the 
factors that condition a positive result.  In other 
words, the big picture presented throughout the 
Report in relation to teacher quality should feed 
into policy formulation in accordance with each 
country’s needs, setting the appropriate priorities 
and conditions for achievement along with a real-
istic time-line for implementation as well as clear 
understanding of the conditioning factors to be at-
tended at each stage in order to achieve real prog-
ress.  These criteria should also be part of external 
aid programmes.  The figure below illustrates the 
relationship between three goals to be achieved 
and the attention that must be paid to two sets of 
their conditioning factors:  Teacher education and 
career structure /working conditions.
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Key words: Education planning; complexity; uncer-
tainty; best practices; teaching as decision making.

Summary: The most effective teaching enables 
students to generate new knowledge based on 
both transmitted information and personal expe-
riences. The process is interactive and necessar-
ily complex, that is, marked by uncertainty as to 
consequences of particular actions. Students and 
teacher move from situation to situation attempt-
ing to increase understanding. This requires a type 
of planning at odds with most policy planning done 
today.

 

Effective teachers rely on detailed lesson plans 
for every class. The plans are based on the teach-
er’s current knowledge of each student, whether 
they learn best with oral or written presentations, 
and what that student might be able to achieve 
given particular instructional methods. In most 
classrooms, students differ in prior knowledge 
and learning style. Good teachers anticipate that 
what works with some students may not work with 
others, and that students learn at different rates. 
These teachers prepare several alternative ap-
proaches. When students don’t respond to one ap-
proach, another is tried; when the students grasp 
something, the teacher goes on to the next level. 
An effective teacher might make hundreds of de-
cisions in an ordinary 5 hour school day. At the end 
of a lesson unit s/he evaluates the effectiveness 
of the methods used in terms by testing how much 
each student has learned in comparison to where 
they started. Answers to the “test” can be oral, 
written or even acted out--the form of assessment 
is adjusted to the students. Results of the assess-
ment feed into planning for the next unit.

This kind of planning stands in stark contrast to 
the “education planning” done by international 
agencies and ministries of education. That plan-
ning is triggered by concern about “failure” to 
meet some predetermined standard. For example, 
a country’s students score below international av-
erages on PISA. Having identified a failure to meet 
standards, the planner compares his/her system’s 
inputs or processes to those of more “successful” 
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systems. The inputs and processes that worked 
elsewhere are transposed to the failing system. 
In effect, the planner assumes that education 
systems all face the same problems, so that what 
works in one place should work in another. What 
is called planning is actually programming, that 
is, the specification of the steps to be taken to 
achieve a predetermined objective. Programming 
makes most sense when a single objective can be 
identified, and when the path toward the objective 
is clearly marked. It makes sense, for example, in 
factories with uniform quality of raw materials 
and workers trained in repetitive actions. (Even in 
these circumstances, incidentally, a number of fin-
ished products are of poor quality.) It makes sense 
too in classrooms in which all students are similar 
in ability, interests and prior knowledge.

What we have here are two distinct approach-
es to thinking now about how to act in the future 
(that is, how to plan).  The “education planning” I 
was first taught 50 years ago assumed that it is 
possible to know now what will determine the fu-
ture. Although the contexts for which we offered 
plans were widely different, we used the mantra 
of “ceteris paribus” [all other things being equal] 
to justify recommending to developing countries 
initially what was accepted practice in the North, 
(and later what research in the North said were 
effective practices). We ignored the wide cultur-
al and economic differences that exist between 
countries (and even wider differences between 
individuals). Our objective was not to learn what 
would work best in another context--the intent 
was to transfer knowledge, not to acquire it.

After 50 years the major objective of that plan-
ning-as-programming, to provide access to school-
ing for all children, largely has been achieved. Most 
countries now provide almost all their children 
access to an institution called school increasing-
ly similar to that found in the early-industrialized 
nations. Programming may after all have been the 
appropriate planning for that kind of reproduction. 

On the other hand, the schooling systems that 
emerged increasingly are seen as an obstacle to 
realizing the opportunities and resolving the prob-
lems of the 21st century (ironically, in the North as 
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well as the South). Planning-as-programming was 
successful in transferring some of the knowledge 
that contributed to the early development of the 
North, but in the process we shouldered poor 
countries with the enormous burden of maintain-
ing schools effective in a previous age, and learned 
little about alternative ways to educate. 

Planning-as-programming requires simple algo-
rithms; conventional statistics could not repre-
sent the contingencies teachers face in every les-
son. This was not for lack of research; thousands 
of studies on teaching have been done over the 
years. But they mainly were qualitative studies, 
overly rich in detail, seeming lacking in “rigor.” They 
were ignored outside of universities and by most 
development planners. So planning for teachers 
focused first on getting the warm bodies in place, 
and then in a second stage on assuring they had 
the right credentials to teach.

Ministries of education were equally wed to a sin-
gle model of how schools and teachers should be 
organized. Nowhere anyone in any ministry of ed-
ucation I knew ever asked about what actually was 
happening in school classrooms. Nor was there 
any discussion of how teachers were taught or 
what they learned in teacher training institutions. 
Nowhere was there discussion of how differenc-
es among children condition the effectiveness of 
different teaching practices. So planning (and cer-
tainly my planning) was about teachers (as warm 
bodies), not about teaching.

The globalization of education has continued that 
tradition. “Best practices” promoted by interna-
tional groups such as McKinsey, the World Bank 
and OECD focus on teachers rather than on teach-
ing.  Their evidential base is inputs and test scores, 
not what takes place in classrooms and how stu-
dents learn what they do. Although we know a great 
deal about learning and about teaching, little of 
that knowledge has yet been incorporated into the 
large-scale, one-size-fits-all recommendations of 
international actors. The global reports (perhaps 
in their conviction that there is one best way to 
“teach”) downplay diversity, ignoring evidence that 
teaching practices that are effective for one child 
may not work for another, and that what works at 
one level of learning is less effective at another. 

Because not all learning comes from teachers, 
over time I learned about learning, and from that 
about the variety of forms of teaching and their 
relative effects. It has been humbling to realize 
the meagre value of the “planning” I promoted in 

the first 30 years of my career. My sense of guilt 
is assuaged only by realizing that the generations 
that came after me persist in the same limited un-
derstanding of the nature of learning and teaching.   
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Summary: Simply measuring learning outcomes 
does not automatically lead to improved learning 
or better education systems. This article explores 
why some discussants in the post-2015 global 
goals debate might think that it does.

I worked for an NGO in South Africa in the 1980s 
called Learn and Teach1.  It was an adult literacy 
organisation inspired by Freire and based on the 
insight that understanding the interconnections 
between learning and teaching is fundamental to 
good pedagogy. This made intuitive good sense 
then as it has all my life. So it is strange, 30 years 
on, to witness a global debate on the post-2015 
education goal in which there is a tendency to talk 
about learning as if it were disconnected from 
teaching, detached from teachers, different from 
education and somehow recently discovered. How 
did we get here and what is going on?

Of course there is a global crisis in education that 
involves learning. It has a number of features at 
least of which two are relevant here: many educa-
tion systems fail to deliver basic education skills 
for low-income learners; and the education quality 
most parents want has become a privilege rela-
tively few can afford. The Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) finally focused world attention on 
the universal completion of primary education and 
the number of children out of school halved rela-
tively rapidly by about 2005 (UNESCO, 2013). How-
ever, all the available data shows that the increase 
in school access did not result in the learning that, 
undoubtedly, was expected; in fact, the pressure 
from high enrolments on classrooms and systems 
may even have had a worsening effect on educa-
tion quality. There are still an estimated 57 million 
primary-age children out of school; their crisis re-
mains one of access and of course for them educa-

1  The associated Learn and Teach Magazine, which 
spun-off as a separate venture in 1983 and lasted a de-
cade, is enjoying a small Facebook revival and can be 
seen here:  https://www.facebook.com/pages/Learn-
and-Teach-Magazine/101548616581452

tion access means learning.  

The Education For All (EFA) goals carry forward a 
long-standing global commitment to quality edu-
cation from Jomtien in 1990, which was confirmed 
in Dakar in 2000. This commitment is fundamental 
and was always going to be harder to achieve than 
simply getting children into school. It is disingenu-
ous to talk of the crisis in education quality as if it 
has only just been discovered; and crucially, doing 
so avoids the need to work out why urgent action to 
improve learning was not taken before. The MDGs, 
after all, provided what EFA after Jomtien could 
not, a centrifuge for global governance: high-level 
mechanisms for organising and regulating essen-
tially independent social relations and national 
interests. These processes are aligned with pow-
erful interests and are as far removed from the 
reality of local delivery as they are from direct 
democracy. They reflect the prevailing neo-liberal 
preferences of governments in developed econ-
omies for top-down managerial approaches and 
marketised solutions for the social sector. Simon 
McGrath, writing in NORRAG, points to how these 
assumptions underpin the HLP Report, which for 
him is a “reworking of the MDG compromise be-
tween neo-liberalism and human rights” (McGrath, 
2013). 

It should be no surprise that the concerns about 
persisting poor education outcomes in low-in-
come countries that emerged at the global gover-
nance level in the mid-2000s gave rise to narrow-
ly-imagined, data-driven solutions such as EGRA 
and EGMA – the prominent early grade reading 
and mathematics assessments, funded by USAID. 
The LMTF (Learning Metrics Task Force), driven 
by special donor-interests, is focused on improv-
ing measurement, not learning. It must know that 
quality outcomes depend on quality teachers, 
quality tools and quality learning environments 
that are safe and secure for students and that the 
fundamental requirement for improving learning 
outcomes, therefore, is a national resolve to fix 
the education system. This includes providing ad-
equate support for teachers. There is no deus ex 
machina [or magic bullet] to help governments, 
donors, and international agencies escape this re-
ality. 



25The Global Politics of Teaching and Learning: The Real Story of Educational Cultures and Contexts

Business management theory, already concerned 
in the mid-1980s by the effects of a narrow focus 
on achieving targets on overall quality (Edwards 
Deming, 1986), moved on from management by 
objectives (MBO) to systems thinking and ideas 
about business process management. The Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) debate sug-
gests global governance is stuck in the narrow 
logics of the old MBO mantra: what-gets-mea-
sured-gets-done. It is essential that the key agen-
cies, such as the Global Partnership for Education 
(GPE), the World Bank and UNICEF that bridge 
global governance concerns with on-the-ground 
reality, retain a commitment to supporting educa-
tion systems more comprehensively. 

A working paper for the Centre for Global Devel-
opment (CGD) by former World Bank Economists, 
and funded by the Hewlett Foundation, presented 
a case in 2006 for a Millennium Learning Goal in-
stead of the Millennium Development Goal for UPE 
(Filmer, Hasan and Pritchett, 2006). It pointed out 
that the MDG focus on school completion spawns 
bureaucratic accountability for quantity only; it 
argues that the goal should be about learning and 
that indicators should be based on age cohorts 
rather than school grades. In her critique, Angeline 
Barrett (2011) welcomes the emphasis on student 
learning by economists concerned with education 
and economic growth (Hanushek and Wößmann, 
2007) but echoes the warning of educators that 
narrow, learning-outcome targets lead inevitably 
to teaching-to-the-test, and ultimately undermine 
quality in education. She argues instead for tar-
gets centered on the teaching-learning processes 
and for a Post-2015 global goal that aims to get 
“all children everywhere to participate in learning 
that is inclusive, relevant and democratic” (Barrett, 
2011) with indicators that are set nationally rath-
er than globally. This places the emphasis on the 
ground in schools and classrooms. The CGD paper 
does not mention teachers and comprehends no 
link between teaching and learning; it mentions 
teacher qualifications only to dismiss them as an 
input “thought to be associated with quality” (Film-
er et al., 2006: 9). 

The dislocated emphasis on learning and learn-
ing outcomes in the current discourse around 
the Post-2015 global goals de-emphasises the 
systemic associations with education inputs and 
processes that are integral to ideas such as qual-
ity assurance, education quality, education access, 
education equity, or pedagogy, which unites teach-
ing and learning. This dislocation may appeal to 
donors in the grip of financial austerity, the global 

testing industry or IT companies looking for econ-
omies of scale, or national governments focused 
on measurement, and not on reforming whole 
systems. It should not appeal to pupils, parents or 
teachers.    

For Andy Hargreaves and Dennis Shirley, it is no 
surprise to learn that “statistically, teaching is 
the strongest influence within schools on student 
achievement…There are examples of education 
excellence without accountability, or common 
standards, or digital technology. But there are 
no instances of educational excellence without 
high-quality teachers and teaching” (Hargreaves 
and Shirley, 2009). 
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al Monitoring Report has to Offer
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Summary: This presents an overview of the role 
of the EFA Global Monitoring Report in influencing 
policy change, calling for a combined voice to pro-
mote a global education framework after 2015. 

After a year of intense work, it is always with great 
excitement – and trepidation – that the EFA Glob-
al Monitoring Report (GMR) team waits for reac-
tions to the latest edition. It would not be an ex-
aggeration to say that we were overwhelmed with 
the feedback the report received after its launch in 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, on 29 January 2014. Achiev-
ing 2,000 media articles in around 100 countries 
immediately after the launch, and making it on to 
the headline news on the BBC, we could be pleased 
that the messages were reaching wide audiences. 

Writing this piece for NORRAG News gives me the 
opportunity to reflect on the purposes of the re-
port, and what it can achieve. Written from scratch 
in a period of less than a year (with other time spent 
on graphic design, checking proofs, printing and so 
on), such a Report cannot hope to prepare new re-
search. But it can – and should – present evidence 
from available, rigorous research in ways that pro-
vide a compelling message to policymakers that 
they urgently need to take action to achieve the 
education goals they set themselves in 2000. 

We know that policymakers rarely have time to 
read research published in academic journals or 
books (and, let’s be frank, even if they tried, some 
of this research is rather impenetrable!). So the job 
of the Report is to make the research accessible to 
them, in the hope that they will draw on evidence 
to inform their policymaking. One of the features 
of the Report is that it should present innovative 
data analysis to act as a wake-up call and alert pol-
icymakers to the need for change – such as that 
250 million children are not learning the basics. 

As with every edition, this year’s Report on teach-
ing and learning involved extensive reviewing of 

the literature (far beyond what can be hoped to be 
referenced even in the 470 pages of the Report), 
consultations with experts and practitioners – 
including in this case with teachers and teacher 
unions. This then gets digested into messages 
that the Report team hopes policymakers will 
hear and act upon. Indeed, we have growing ex-
perience that policymakers around the world are 
taking notice of the report’s messages, including 
in countries with some of the largest numbers of 
children out of school and which also suffer from 
poor quality of education, such as Ethiopia, Nige-
ria and Pakistan. 

The 2013/4 Report makes the case that good qual-
ity teachers are at the heart at of a good quality 
education system, but that the most disadvan-
taged children are most likely to be missing out. To 
correct this, the Report sets out 10 recommenda-
tions – ranging from the need to fill teacher gaps, 
provide teachers with adequate, relevant training 
before and throughout their careers, ensure bal-
anced deployment of teachers, adopt competitive 
career and structures, improve teacher gover-
nance, and equip teachers with innovative curric-
ula. These clearly-presented, evidence-based 
messages should provide those in the education 
community with ample ammunition on why teach-
ers should be a stronger focus than presented in 
the High Level Panel’s report on post-2015, for ex-
ample.

The GMR team is as aware as others of the long 
history of research on teachers that support these 
findings, including by contributors to this issue of 
NORRAG News. How can a Report hope to add to 
the knowledge of such experienced researchers? 
One way that this Report has done so is in putting 
the spotlight on the most disadvantaged learners, 
which sadly much of the research on teachers fails 
to do. Another is that there is a tendency of some 
research, in particular promoted by some of the 
major development agencies, to blame teachers 
for the failure in education, for example because 
they are absent from the classroom. The careful 
review of available evidence that is presented in 
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the GMR makes clear that it is ultimately the re-
sponsibility of policymakers to address the prob-
lems in the system, including by setting the right 
incentives for teachers.

Of course, no report can expect to cover every-
thing – nor should it attempt to do so, as this 
would merely dilute its messages. The focus of 
the 2013/4 GMR on the fact that millions of chil-
dren are not learning the basics, and that these are 
primarily children from the poorest households, 
living in rural areas, and likely to include girls and 
children with disabilities, is a strategic one – these 
are the children who otherwise would not have a 
voice. And without the chance to learn the basics, 
it is extremely unlikely that they are going to bene-
fit from other skills that education systems should 
offer, such as transferable skills of critical thinking 
and problem-solving.

Each report is more than its theme alone. At its 
heart is an assessment of progress towards each 
of the six Education For All goals. And this year’s 
report makes sobering reading:  none of the goals 
are expected to be met by 2015, some by a wide 
margin. The Report also shows that, if current 
trends are to continue, the poorest girls in sub-Sa-
haran Africa will all be literate only by 2072.

I hope that collaboration with key partners, includ-
ing those in the NORRAG network, will lead to a 
combined strong voice as we promote a global 
education framework after 2015, drawing on the 
evidence that each GMR has provided in its mon-
itoring of education progress over the years.
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Summary: Whilst the latest GMR builds an im-
pressive case for education’s role in development, 
there is still too much a sense of a simple equation 
– quality education leads to wider developmental 
benefits – that gives little insight into the complex 
chemistry of how various elements (most notably 
teachers) react, under what conditions and with 
which resultant by-products.

Both the first and the eleventh Global Monitoring 
Reports contain chapters that look at the links 
between education and development. What has 
changed in this analysis and where does teaching 
fit in?

The first GMR opens with a chapter entitled “Ed-
ucation for all is development”.  In six pages, this 
reviews the current state of the art regarding 
the relationship between education and devel-
opment. In turn, it considers education as a right, 
education as a capability and education as an in-
vestment. It argues each of these carefully, noting 
methodological, theoretical and practical issues, 
but reaffirms the centrality of education for de-
velopment.

The parallel discussion in the eleventh GMR re-
flects the huge evolution in these reports. Its 43 
page chapter on “Education transforms lives” is 
indicative of a far slicker advocacy approach. The 
title itself sets out a far sexier proposition than 
the opening chapter of GMR I and its pages are 
packed with headings boasting equally strong 
claims, supported by a wealth of infographics. 

However, what is excluded and included is also 
noteworthy. There is no reference whatsoever 
to Amartya Sen or to the capabilities approach, 
and even the right-based language is rather mut-
ed. Instead, the emphasis is firmly on education’s 
instrumental effects – a wider benefits-of-learn-
ing account. This begins with jobs, growth, pov-
erty and prosperity but continues to talk about 

healthier lives, healthier societies, environmental 
sustainability and gender empowerment.  These 
are all important themes but the shift in focus and 
tone is striking.

Another crucial shift, highly pertinent to the over-
all theme of GMR XI, is that a quality education is 
required to deliver on these wider benefits. As the 
introductory paragraph on p.142 insists: “To unlock 
the wider benefits of education, all children need 
access to both primary and lower secondary ed-
ucation of good quality.” The notion of education 
quality appears another 15 times in the chapter. 
This stress on quality is something that has be-
come much more apparent as the GMR process 
has unfurled in the past 12 years- indeed, it is one 
of the most important contributions that the GMR 
has made to thinking about education and devel-
opment.

However, revisiting these 15 references to quality, 
I am left wondering what quality education means 
and what it has to do with teachers. Clearly there is 
a link- part three of GMR XI insists on the benefits 
for learning that come from better teachers; and 
quality is clearly understood in large part as better 
test results. The report is strong on both of these 
issues. 

Nevertheless, it is apparent that many of the wid-
er benefits being claimed for education require 
a much more complex reading of what schooling, 
teaching and learning involve, and how these react 
with other elements in societies, economies, cul-
tures and polities. How teachers catalyse gender 
empowerment or environmental sustainability, 
for instance, are complex equations on which the 
report remains silent. What can be done about 
current constraints that limit teachers’ capacity to 
build transformative education? Do the real trans-
formations have to take place beyond schooling? 
Whilst the latest GMR builds an impressive case 
for education’s role in development, there is still 
too much a sense of a simple equation – quality 
education leads to wider developmental benefits 
– that gives little insight into the complex chem-
istry of how various elements react, under what 
conditions and with which resultant by-products. 
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Summary: This article suggests that educational 
quality should be understood in terms of the qual-
ity of student learning, which depends to a great 
extent on the quality of teaching.  It argues that 
changing and improving the practice of existing 
teachers will probably be the most effective strat-
egy to enhance student learning and, hence, the 
quality of education.

The 2013/14 GMR concludes with ten recommen-
dations under the heading, “Unlocking teachers’ 
potential to solve the learning crisis”, which in-
clude, among others, attracting the best candi-
dates to teaching, training teachers to meet the 
needs of all children, retaining the best teachers, 
and equipping teachers with innovative curricula 
to improve learning.

It is likely that the education-related goals in the 
post-2015 development agenda will include a com-
mitment to quality education for all.  Educational 
quality should of course be understood first and 
last in terms of the quality of student learning, 
which depends to a great extent on the quality of 
teaching.  Key questions at the start of the post-
2015 educational development period will thus 
have to do with what enhances learning outcomes 
most effectively.  The 2013/14 GMR has clearly ori-
ented itself towards the post-2015 education and 
development agenda, and is putting teaching and 
learning at the centre of that agenda.  That is good, 
because teachers have a critically important role.  
Certainly, factors associated with the socio-eco-
nomic background of students are hugely import-
ant in determining educational outcomes.  But, 
next to SES-related influences, factors closely 
related to teachers and teaching are far more im-
portant than what has probably been recognized.

In the classrooms of the best teachers, students 
learn at twice the rate that they do in the class-
rooms of average teachers: they learn in six 

months what students taught by average teachers 
take a year to learn.  And in the classrooms of the 
least effective teachers, the same learning will 
take two years.  Moreover, in the classrooms of 
the most effective teachers, students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds learn just as much as those 
from advantaged backgrounds, and those with be-
havioural difficulties learn just as much as those 
without.

John Hattie’s work says it all.  His book, Visible 
Learning, synthesizes over 900 meta-analyses re-
lating to learning achievement – 15 years’ research 
and synthesis of over 50,000 studies; a sample 
size of millions of students; more than 146,000 
factors assessed. Hattie concluded that “most in-
novations that are introduced in schools improve 
achievement by about 0.40 of a standard devia-
tion”.  He thus used an improvement of 0.40 stan-
dard deviations as the standard by which to judge 
the size of learning effects.  He found that factors 
related to socio-economic background have an ef-
fect-size of 0.57.  Note the importance of factors 
related closely to the teacher in the following list 
of factors, ranked according to effect size in stan-
dard deviations.

Effect-sizes of selected factors that enhance 
learning most effectively (Hattie, 2009)

Teacher provision of formative 
evaluation

0.90

Classroom behavioural factors 0.80

Teacher clarity 0.75

Feedback 0.73

Teacher-student relationships 0.72

Meta-cognitive strategies 0.69

Student prior achievement	 0.67

Teacher professional develop-
ment	

0.62

Teaching strategies	 0.60
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Direct instruction 0.59

Home environment 0.57

Home socio-economic status	 0.57

Teacher setting of goals	 0.56

Peer-tutoring	 0.55

Classroom management 0.52

							     
The importance of teachers providing feedback 
on their learning to students

Effective feedback provided by teachers to their 
students is crucial.  For Hattie, it means “providing 
information how and why the child understands 
and misunderstands, and what directions the stu-
dent must take to improve”.  It implies that the 
best teachers will make every effort to assess 
and evaluate their students’ understanding, in or-
der that they might understand the constructions 
their students have made in their learning, so that 
they might then match their next teaching act to 
this understanding.

Do structural innovations serve to enhance 
learning?

Most structural innovations aimed at improving 
learning, such as financial resources, physical at-
tributes such as the quality of facilities, school 
policies, streaming according to ability groups, 
and the like, do not have a sizeable effect on stu-
dent learning.  If such structural innovations do 
work, it is through the core effects of feedback, 
goal-setting, and actual teaching.  

There is, for example, a linear relationship be-
tween class size and achievement from the hun-
dreds down to classes of about 25; but it is only 
when class size gets smaller than about 15 that 
exponential increases in achievement result.  The 
conclusion to draw from this change in the rela-
tionship from linear to exponential is that smaller 
class sizes in and of themselves do not necessarily 
produce better results: very much smaller classes 
obviously make it much more possible for teach-
ers to provide more and better quality feedback, 
which is what improves learning.  Class size is me-
diated through teacher feedback.  

This is likely to be the case for other factors such 
as introducing computers into the classroom, pre-

scribing more homework, managing the classroom 
more effectively. 

How, then, do we improve teacher quality?

In countries such as Finland, Japan and Singapore, 
one strategy involves highly selective recruitment 
into the profession: this is possible because of the 
high status of teachers in those countries.  For 
other countries, long-term strategies to raise the 
status of the profession are important, but the 
consequent effects on learning will take decades 
to realize.

Should we replace poor teachers with better 
ones?

Trying to improve teacher quality by replacing 
poor teachers with new teachers of higher quality 
will take time and resources, and the impact will 
be felt only years hence.  Eric Hanushek has shown 
that if the lowest performing teachers could be 
replaced by average teachers every year, it would 
take 30 years for this strategy to have an impact 
on teacher quality.  And the net impact would prob-
ably be in the order of just two percentage points 
on PISA.

Changing and improving the practice of existing 
teachers will probably be the most effective strat-
egy. But, the focus of professional development 
should not primarily be on enhancing teachers’ dis-
ciplinary content knowledge: while it is essential, 
teacher subject knowledge is only a small part of 
teacher quality – possibly as little as 10% in pri-
mary schools, and no more than 30% in secondary 
schools.  More important is changing teachers’ 
pedagogical content knowledge, and changing 
what they do in classrooms.  It is about continual 
professional development focused on the continu-
ous improvement of teachers’ classroom practice.

To help teachers change what they do in class-
rooms, they need the flexibility and the profes-
sional autonomy to exercise their judgment in 
adopting ideas that suit their personal style; to 
take small but continuous steps in changing their 
practice; to be supported in their efforts to change 
their practice; and to be accountable for improving 
their practice.

This can be done through the establishment of 
teacher-learning communities in schools, where 
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teachers support each other in the development 
of their classroom practice.  Importantly, the 
school principal needs to provide leadership in the 
creation of a culture of and the space for contin-
uous professional development, and in motivating 
teachers’ commitment to improve. 

Recommended reading

Hattie, J. (2009) Visible Learning: A synthesis of 
over 900 meta-analyses relating to achievement. 
London & New York: Routledge.
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Summary: The EFA efforts have succeeded in 
bringing children to schools. However, many chil-
dren fail to learn the foundation skills, leading to a 
global learning crisis. The learning deficits are un-
equally distributed and are concentrated in poorly 
resourced localities, among children from disad-
vantaged groups, among those who speak minori-
ty languages and those who hail from immigrant 
families. Based on the empirical evidence, this 
piece argues that learning deficits can be reduced 
through public policy and targeted interventions. 
Such specifically designed programmes to pro-
mote equity in learning are in effect a process of 
expanding democracy in any society.

From schooling to learning for all 

Democratic societies are essentially more egal-
itarian and inclusive than other societies. While 
respecting the will of the majority, they claim to 
protect the fundamental rights of individuals and 
minority groups too.  Education is a universal hu-
man right and also a means of achieving other hu-
man rights. Therefore efforts to achieve education 
for all (EFA) are an extension of democratic princi-
ples at the individual level.  Furthermore, studies 
claim to show that mass education not only accel-
erates transition to democracy but also that it can 
seek to guarantee maintenance of democratic val-
ues and practices.  

From an economic point of view, investment in 
education is very rewarding given its contribution   
to national income and individual earnings.  From 
this standpoint, education claims to transform hu-
man beings into productive assets – human capi-
tal - promoting faster national development. Since 
human beings are the most equally distributed of 
all resources, it is expected that education will en-
sure a more equitable distribution of income and 
wealth in a society, provided educational opportu-
nities are equally shared. Unfortunately, this is not 
the case in most instances.  

Studies on the distribution of educational op-
portunities indicate that they are in fact very 
unequally shared and also that they act as an im-
portant source of widening economic and social   
inequalities. Indeed, the past two decades have 
experienced   a seemingly contradictory scenario 
of transition of a large number of countries to de-
mocracy, increasing access to educational oppor-
tunities, and, yet, widening inequalities.  

The new evidence suggests that mere access to 
education and to school is less strongly related 
to individual earnings, income distribution and 
economic growth than measurable cognitive skills 
acquired by children while they are in school.  This 
implies that quality does matter in education, and 
that the extension of educational opportunities 
becomes democratic when quality education is as-
sured to all. Following this understanding, global 
initiatives prioritized a move from schooling for all 
to learning for all, and from EFA to quality educa-
tion for all.  

The global learning crisis and its manifestations

The EFA GMR reports show that countries have 
succeeded in bringing children to schools. Howev-
er, evidence of the extent of learning taking place 
in the classroom is very disturbing and discourag-
ing.  Children fail to learn what they are supposed 
to learn even when they continue to stay in schools. 
The GMR 2013/2014 characterizes this phenome-
non as a manifestation of a global learning crisis 
(GMR 2013/14, p. 191).  

How does the learning crisis affect different 
groups of people? While 40 per cent of the prima-
ry school children worldwide are not learning the 
basics in reading and mathematics, they are dis-
tributed unequally, particularly affecting the poor 
in the developing countries.  For example, in North 
America and Western Europe, nearly 96 per cent 
of the primary school children attain the minimum 
level of learning benchmark.  However, in South 
and West Asia only one-third of the children attain 
the basic learning benchmark and in Sub-Saharan 
Africa the same share is only 20 per cent.  
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The learning deficit is also unequally distributed 
between regions and among different socio-eco-
nomic groups within a country.  The children living 
in wealthy regions do better than those from poor-
er regions. Similarly, children in urban areas learn 
more than their counterparts in the rural areas. In 
the developed countries the poorer children learn 
less than the rich children.  The children from rich 
families in poor countries on an average learn 
more than those from poor families. The girls from 
poor families are more disadvantaged in this re-
gard than boys from similar background.  

The learning deficits at the primary level are trans-
mitted to subsequent levels of education. They 
have a cumulative effect leading to underperfor-
mance and eventual dropping out of poor perform-
ing children. 

Strategies for democratizing gains in learning

An extension of democratic principles to ensure 
learning for all is a necessary condition to devel-
op a more egalitarian society. The challenge is to 
overcome the learning crisis. There are countries 
such as Japan, Finland, Singapore, and South Ko-
rea where children from poor socio-economic 
backgrounds perform well in schools. 

In developing countries, the challenge of improving 
learning while expanding access is compounded 
by the fact that many of the new entrants are from 
marginalized households and are first generation 
learners.  However, even among the poor countries 
there are instances of countries achieving the twin 
goals of expansion and quality improvement.  For 
example, the GMR report shows that in countries 
such as Kenya and Tanzania increased enrolment 
and enhanced levels of learning go hand in hand. 
In fact in Kenya, an additional 1.5 million children 
learned the basics between 2000 and 2007. In 
Mexico student performance above bench mark 
increased from 33 to 50 per cent between 2003 
and 2009. These gains in learner achievement are 
shared more or less equally by students from rich 
and poor families.

These experiences indicate that learning deficits 
can be reduced through public policy and targeted 
interventions. How do we target those accounting 
for learning deficits? For example, in Mexico, tar-
geted programmes for students who were lagging 
behind helped achieve gains in learning.  The Na-
tional Development Council in Mexico gives spe-

cial funds, learning materials, and teacher support 
to schools which have been consistently under-
performing. Similarly, in Indonesia, focus on better 
management of poorly endowed schools and im-
proved supply of trained teachers to them, helped 
achieve substantial qualitative output. 

The real question, especially in developing coun-
tries, is how to provide complementary basic ed-
ucation to children for catching up on foundation 
skills which account for learning deficits.  The in-
tervention strategies need to focus on providing 
unequal inputs to produce more equal learning 
outcomes. Providing essential facilities to schools 
to create conducive learning conditions in the 
classrooms is a necessary first step towards mak-
ing gains in learning among the deprived groups. 
The reality is that, more often than not, children 
from the poorly endowed areas also experience 
a lack of school resources and the schools remain 
poorly equipped. They thus become doubly disad-
vantaged.

The teacher, perhaps, is the most important edu-
cational resource in poorly endowed areas.  Teach-
ers who are qualified and trained do make a differ-
ence in such situations. Therefore, policies related 
to teacher development and deployment play an 
important role in democratizing learning and en-
suring learning gains among those accounting for 
learning deficits.  Experience however shows that 
many of the groups which need special attention 
are also those deprived of quality teachers.  An 
analysis of the distribution of teachers, across re-
gions, within any country, indicates an urban bias in 
teacher deployment. The best qualified teachers 
are increasingly posted in urban areas and in good 
facility schools. 

It is equally important that improving learning 
should not be the sole responsibility of public au-
thorities. A regular engagement with teachers, 
students and parents at the school level and con-
sultations with teacher representatives and other 
stake holders in policy formulation will help ac-
celerate the process of gains in learning.  In other 
words, democratizing learning should be realized 
through a democratic process of decision-making 
involving the participation of the most important 
players, namely, the teachers.  
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Summary: Most classroom teachers in Africa 
operate in educational systems that discard local 
language use as irrelevant; as a result, their class-
room language practices prevent real communica-
tion and real learning. Formal teacher training in 
Africa should be producing competent, innovative 
teachers who readily use the local language as the 
marvelous communicative tool that it can be.

Teachers: holders of the knowledge of power. They 
mediate the knowledge that leads to economic 
achievement for the successful student; they con-
vey skills and attitudes that shape a child’s think-
ing and productivity for years to come. 

So are teachers seen in many parts of Africa, 
most particularly in those rural communities lucky 
enough to boast a primary school. And indeed, the 
myriad of hard-working, innovative, dedicated 
teachers found across the continent merit every 
complimentary and admiring opinion.

But hundreds of thousands of these teachers suf-
fer a serious pedagogical handicap: those whose 
classroom language practices prevent real com-
munication and real learning on the part of their 
pupils, because the language of instruction is not 
understood by the children. It is not always the 
teachers’ fault. Most are operating in educational 
systems that discard local language use as irrele-
vant, ignoring the growing research evidence that 
African children - like anybody else - simply do not 
learn well in a language they don’t speak. (Why 
such research is even needed is a good question; 
a Dutch friend of mine once commented that ma-
jority-language speaking European parents would 
never put up with their children being taught in a 
language other than their own.)

Despite both research evidence and plain common 
sense, using the local language as an effective me-
dium of instruction is not on the list of skills typi-
cally taught in African teacher training institutions. 

To the contrary, in fact: in some countries, teacher 
trainees are explicitly taught that a really good 
teacher doesn’t have to use the language that the 
child speaks, but can somehow get curricular con-
text across in a foreign (international) language. 
In this view, only the least imaginative and skilled 
teachers have to resort to speaking the children’s 
language in order to get them to learn.

What on earth is this about?! Where in any country 
of the global North are teachers expected to con-
sistently convey complex learning content in a lan-
guage unknown to the students? Yet in millions of 
primary classrooms across the African continent, 
every day of the school year, teachers can be found 
valiantly struggling to communicate the rudiments 
of reading, maths or history to a class of silent and 
confused pupils. To call these kids “learners” is to 
cheapen and insult them, their teachers, and the 
learning process itself.

So ironically, the best teachers in local lan-
guage-medium classrooms are often local teach-
ers who have had no formal training at all. Although 
they may know little about learning objectives and 
classroom management, they are at least free of 
the prejudice against using the child’s own lan-
guage as a medium of instruction. They use the 
local language naturally, and build on the learners’ 
home knowledge to scaffold the acquisition of 
new information. Often they are more gentle and 
supportive of their little learners as well – possi-
bly because they are spared the frustration and 
shame of dealing with pupils who don’t understand 
and cannot learn as they should.

In an ideal world, formal teacher training in Africa 
would produce competent, innovative teachers 
who readily use the local language as the marvel-
ous communicative tool that it can be. But turn-
ing this ideal into reality will require a thorough 
rethink of the anti-African language educational 
beliefs and practices that currently reign in class-
rooms and teacher training institutions across the 
continent.
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Summary: Teaching is not a neutral, but a situated 
activity whose purpose stems from the dominant 
cultural values in which it takes place. So, rather 
than assuming universality, it is better to recog-
nise the views on educational purpose within the 
EFA GMR as broad aspirations and allow space for 
local mediation.

There is much to suggest that the form of teaching 
is particular to the societies and education sys-
tems in which it takes place (for example, Osborn 
et al. 2003). Since 2007, as part of an international 
research team with a North European focus, I have 
been comparing how socio-political value posi-
tions translate into acts of teaching in different 
circumstances (Kelly et al., 2013a; 2013b; 2013c). 
In contexts where teachers juggle between a di-
versity of demands, those which are most valued 
have most influence. Prevailing value systems are 
important in adding weight to some policy impera-
tives and their associated teaching goals over oth-
ers. The teaching which results is also shaped by 
the contexts and settings in which it takes place.

Increasingly, however, education policy making is 
underpinned by shared ‘common sense’ assump-
tions of linearity and cultural neutrality (Adams, 
2008); teaching is treated as if it is in a causal re-
lation with student performance, and good teach-
ing is often reduced to ‘what works’ in improving 
student test scores. But test scores provide a 
partial indication of success. More sophisticated 
responses might link notions of success to views 
of purpose: whether we have been successful de-
pends on what we were trying to do.

In mathematics education Paul Ernest (1991) pro-
vides a useful categorisation of five education 
perspectives on overall purpose related to under-
pinning values and assumptions. His work maps 
explicit value positions to particular teaching ap-
proaches. Some, he suggests, argue that the eco-
nomic imperative is most significant; curriculum 

and teaching focus on helping students acquire 
transferable skills, and outcomes are measured 
using standardised tests coupled to employ-
er-friendly forms of certification. Others identify 
the basic skills needed to improve students’ qual-
ity of life more broadly, but fail to look beyond 
these. A third tradition seeks to nurture individu-
als’ development and support them in construct-
ing robust views of how the world works and their 
place in it, whilst another introduces learners to 
powerful ways in which others have understood 
and made sense of the world and the human con-
dition. Ernest’s final approach seeks to empower 
individuals to forward their own interests so they 
can lead what they consider to be good lives, whilst 
also showing due regard for the interests and well-
being of others. I am not suggesting Ernest’s anal-
ysis is either exhaustive or conclusive, but have 
argued (Kelly, 2006) that the balance of such value 
positions in different contexts affords different 
notions of good practice and expert teaching, and 
that in reality teachers’ work is torn between try-
ing to meet several, possibly contradictory, pur-
poses at the same time (Kelly et al., 2013a).

Seen in this light, the recent EFA Global Monitor-
ing Report 2013-14 offers a particular perspective 
on educational purpose but casts this as universal, 
where basic skills and economic and political im-
peratives are (and many would say rightly) privi-
leged along with reference to the progressive con-
cern of increasing students’ active involvement 
in their own education. Measurable standardised 
test results are emphasised as immediate edu-
cational outcomes, albeit linked to longer term 
health and economic benefits, but cultural and in-
tercultural educational aims are less prominent. 
My concern here is that, whatever its advantages, 
any narrowness of emphasis on culture and on 
assessment can only restrict the extent to which 
teaching practice is: (1) shaped by local cultural 
practices and ways of knowing; or (2) thereby cen-
tred on local problems and immediate, authentic 
needs.

Typologies such as Ernest’s are useful in reminding 
policy makers of the many purposes of education. 
All are important and we should therefore be wary 
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of approaches that limit possibilities and narrow 
perspectives. We must accept national and local 
differences, not only in the balance and weight of 
educational goals which pertain to different con-
texts, but also in how practice addressing those 
goals is shaped by the particular circumstances in 
which it takes place. Whilst shared aspirations can 
reveal possibilities and raise expectations, assum-
ing these can be realised through a narrow view of 
teaching and evaluation can only serve to restrict 
local interpretations addressing local needs.
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Summary: The EFA GMR 2013/4 appears to blame 
teachers for the poor quality of education, but 
their actual living and working conditions should 
also be considered. Rather than just focusing on 
quantitative projections and estimates, a more 
introspective approach is also essential in under-
standing educational outcomes.

Teachers in Africa have been in the forefront of 
criticisms whenever educational problems arise 
especially in terms of quality. The EFA Global Mon-
itoring Report 2013/4 tends to highlight poorly 
behaving teachers as if the vast majority of teach-
ers in developing countries are lacking capacity 
and not motivated enough. However, do we un-
derstand the actual living and working conditions 
of teachers? Do we know the reasons why they 
sometimes have to perform badly? The Report 
does not describe the realities of teachers’ lives. 
There are particular and often understandable 
reasons behind such behaviors. 

The evidence the Report attempts to exhibit ap-
pears to come from the results of quantitative 
rather than qualitative studies including case 
studies. It often states what percentage of teach-
ers or children are such and such, or tends to make 
an estimate of generally negative scenario for the 
future, without looking at the individual level. The 
quantitative approach offers clear-cut rules and 
estimates, but it is not good at understanding in-
dividuals.

I have been conducting research in primary educa-
tion in rural Kenya for more than 15 years through 
ethnography. I was “living” with teachers as I inter-
viewed them. The impression I had in the beginning 
is quite different from what I have at present. This 
may suggest that we sometimes misunderstand 
scenarios because only visible things are seen at 
first. It is true that there are some teachers who 
do not teach and do not come to school regularly. 
On the other hand, there are so many teachers who 
are committed to their vocation in spite of difficult 
circumstances; they support their students’ learn-

ing regardless of being paid well or not. 

Teachers make an effort because they are very 
concerned with their children’s lives. Thus, children 
understand the significance of schooling for their 
own futures. Children are not passive beings, as is 
sometimes assumed. They often strive to achieve 
good grades and good outcomes, despite their dif-
ficulties.

But the Report of 2013/4 seems to follow quite a 
simplistic storyline: the quality of education is not 
good because teachers have poor knowledge and 
are not committed to teach. Therefore, we need 
to provide more training to fill the knowledge gap 
and to get them motivated. Furthermore, there 
are many successful projects provided by devel-
opment partners. They are, of course, willing to tell 
success stories and to sell good practices. These 
should be acknowledged, but even if they are suc-
cessful, there are of course some limitations. The 
Report, however, just introduces the cases one by 
one without being critical about such project out-
puts.

What is lacking may not be knowledge or addi-
tional training for teachers. What is necessary for 
us today is to change our mindset and to become 
more aware of teaching environments rather than 
blaming teachers and placing an extra burden on 
them. I think we had better start understanding 
and acknowledging how teachers work in demand-
ing situations. 

I would like to know the reactions to the Report of 
disenfranchised teachers who have been working 
so hard every day. Are they encouraged and moti-
vated to teach by what has been discussed in the 
Report?

One last thought about the very well-known Japa-
nese teachers’ study groups: The teachers unions 
have never played an important role in Japan in 
terms of quality improvement. Rather, it is said 
that the quality of Japanese primary and second-
ary education has been maintained by voluntary 
study groups of teachers.
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Summary: Teacher professionalism has proven in 
the past to be an essential element in the sustain-
ability of an education system under financial and 
political stress. However, some current teacher 
policies may create crippling inefficiencies and be 
counterproductive to educational quality.  

Teachers have been recognized as critical for de-
cades. For example, in a study of Ugandan school 
achievement in 1971 the quality of teachers was 
found to have a profound influence on the achieve-
ment of their pupils. Two characteristics were 
identified specifically: the quality of the English 
language ability and the level of their curriculum 
content knowledge (Heyneman, 1975). After a pe-
riod of fiscal famine in the education sector and 
the collapse of Idi Amin’s government, the same 
schools were re-visited. In terms of physical facil-
ities they had never been well-endowed, but after 
the ten-year famine the schools had been stripped 
bare of anything they had previously owned. 
Books were gone; copy machines broken; desks 
had succumbed to weather and insects. What had 
not disappeared were the teachers. There they 
were, day after day. What they lacked in materi-
als, they made up with additional time, memory 
and diligence. Without government pay for over a 
year, they had been compensated in kind by grate-
ful parents. Through the diligence of the teachers 
that school achievement, without materials, had 
actually improved over what it had been ten years 
earlier (Heyneman, 1983). Similarly, after the eco-
nomic collapse in the 1990s, in the Russian Feder-
ation, there the teachers were again, some so poor 
that they could not afford the bus fare home and 
instead had to sleep in their offices (Heyneman, 
1997; 1998). There is no doubt that teachers are 
critical.

But there is another story too.  Public school 
teachers are generally paid with a single salary 
scale which does not allow teachers with scarce 
skills or higher performance to be rewarded dif-
ferently. Governments struggle to cover the cost 

of teacher pensions, preventing newly-trained 
teachers from being hired because resources are 
not sufficient to cover both current and additional 
obligations. Often teachers are trained at public 
expense but then cannot be hired as teachers. This 
wastes the public investment in higher education. 
And students, seeing a possibility of gaining high-
er education free of private cost, choose to be 
trained as teachers without actually wanting to be 
teachers (Heyneman and Stern, 2012; Heyneman 
and Stern, 2013). Because the public schools are 
so often over-crowded, teachers become discour-
aged and often stay home instead of teaching. And 
parents, even poor parents, are sufficiently ratio-
nal to calculate that having their children in school 
doing little or nothing is a wasted investment; 
hence they opt for low fee private schools instead 
of keeping their children in ‘tuition-free’ public ed-
ucation. Private schools, expanding rapidly, often 
use untrained teachers; yet they can outperform 
public schools in terms of school achievement. 
This is the story that we have learned (Heyneman 
and Stern, 2014). 

Now the question is about the future. Will govern-
ments, in cooperation with development assis-
tance agencies, experiment with teacher policies 
to address some of these rigidities? Is it possible 
that the institutional handicaps, obvious to most 
stakeholders, can be acknowledged openly? Is it 
possible that teacher associations, which have 
often argued for maintaining the status quo, can 
be marshaled as allies to overcome the barriers 
to school quality? The stakes are important. No 
matter how much effort and energy are allocated 
to identifying the problems of learning in the post-
2015 agenda, these efforts are meaningless unless 
the institutional barriers within the teaching pro-
fession can be broken.

Three principles should drive our attention. The 
first is labor market flexibility. Teachers need to 
be paid more, but selectively. Those with partic-
ularly scarce skills, those who agree to teach in 
hard-to-staff locations, and those whose perfor-
mance is consistently higher, should be rewarded 
very well. Teachers should be upgraded constantly, 
and re-licensed on the basis of their upgraded per-
formance. Teacher pensions should be jointly sup-
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ported by professional associations, governments 
and individual teachers. Teacher training should be 
free of private cost, but the public’s investment 
should be recovered through periods of internship.

The second is being ‘technology ready’. Technolo-
gies of teaching and learning, including the use of 
cell phones, are changing rapidly and the costs are 
now such that even in low income countries these 
technologies apply. Teacher performance should 
be integrated with the abilities of teachers to use 
these technologies effectively.

The third is technology-monitored. Traditionally 
teaching is an autonomous activity. Each class-
room is distant and distinct; schools and teacher 
attendance are rarely monitored. This allows max-
imum opportunity for non-participation. Teach-
er-monitoring technologies are available which 
would allow the public the confidence that profes-
sional teachers were present and available when 
they should be (Moses, 2014).  These elements 
should not be seen as draconian, but, rather, a nor-
mal means of assuring quality.  And quality is what 
education is all about.
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Summary: The most recent EFA Global Monitor-
ing Report for 2013 highlights the need for coun-
tries to concentrate on the supply and quality of 
their teaching force if they are to ensure access 
to quality education for all children, and proposes 
four strategies for doing to.  This article points to 
two crucial factors needing more emphasis than 
the GMR gives them if these strategies are to suc-
ceed - the importance of continuing professional 
development for teachers, and the need to recog-
nise and release the latent leadership potential of 
teachers themselves.

The 2013/4 EFA GMR focuses, appropriately 
enough, on teaching and learning, given that this 
is what education is all about.  It paints a rather 
gloomy picture of the current state of the teach-
ing workforce in many countries – there are not 
enough teachers, they are poorly trained, lack es-
sential teaching skills, sometimes lack basic edu-
cation themselves, are underpaid, undervalued, of-
ten unmotivated, get little effective support from 
the authorities, are often subject to insensitive 
and arbitrary policy decisions....  

The GMR prescribes a relatively familiar four 
point strategy for improving teaching: (1) recruit 
(enough better educated and motivated individu-
als to become teachers), (2) train (them properly), 
(3) allocate (them to the schools where they are 
most needed), (4) retain (them in the system by 
paying them properly and giving them good ca-
reer prospects).  It analyses these four areas, and 
gives examples of the often imaginative practical 
responses which are being made in many places 
to address specific issues.  It lists ten key reforms, 
based on this four-point strategy, which policy 
makers should adopt in order to secure equitable 
learning for all.

So, are the four strategies enough?

Certainly, if the recommendations are all translat-
ed into action they will make a big difference.  As 
always, the devil is in the detail, but there are two 
issues which stand out in particular for me, one 
which is highlighted in the report, and one which is 
not mentioned at all.

The first issue is the effectiveness of teach-
er training. It’s surprising that such a small pro-
portion of the global education aid budget (2%) 
should be dedicated to such a crucial element, and 
this is a statistic which should definitely prompt a 
reappraisal of priorities among governments and 
donor agencies.  For a profession which is all about 
learning, it’s also surprising how slow the policy 
world has been to embrace the concept of contin-
uous learning.  

Certainly, initial teacher training is a key priority 
for improvement, because it is often too theoret-
ical, with not enough good practical instruction 
and not enough time spent in schools actually 
learning the skills of teaching.  There is no doubt 
that initial training programs need desperately to 
be reformed so that trainee teachers are better 
equipped to teach.  

But why stop there?  

Initial training cannot possibly cover everything, 
especially where the trainees start with a low base 
of skills and education themselves.  For this, ongo-
ing programs of teacher development are needed. 
All the evidence from high performing countries 
where such programs are the norm is that they 
are particularly effective in the first few years 
of teaching, and that they foster expectations of 
long term continuous improvement in the teaching 
workforce.  The challenge for lower performing 
systems is to develop a continuous professional 
development (CPD) strategy which builds effec-
tively on the initial training, and which is both prac-
tical and affordable.  The immediate need, in many 
cases, will be to consolidate teachers’ own basic 
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subject knowledge and improve their classroom 
practice.   This does not have to involve formal 
courses; self-managed learning programs tend to 
be more effective if they are supported by inten-
sive mentoring and guidance – but it does need 
to be well structured and well focussed, so that 
the professional development is purposeful and 
relevant. Governments and donor agencies need 
to collaborate in developing such strategies, and 
then back them with their resourcing priorities, for 
example by doubling the proportion of the overall 
education aid budget which is spent on teacher 
training.

My second issue is actually linked to the first, 
and it concerns teachers’ leadership of their 
own profession.  We desperately need to free our-
selves from the somewhat paternalistic mind-set 
which looks at the system from above and treats 
teachers as the passive recipients of whatever 
standards, training and accountability regimes are 
handed down by policy makers.  Teachers are peo-
ple – mostly very intelligent and motivated peo-
ple - who are likely to know a lot about their own 
professional learning needs.  Moreover, there are 
excellent teachers even in the poorest performing 
systems who can lead others.  This equates to a 
huge and very powerful resource for improving the 
profession as a whole, if used effectively.  

According to McKinsey and others, it is systems 
which are moving from good to great, or great to 
excellent, which are characterised by self-improv-
ing professional learning communities.  Before 
that point, the assumption appears to be that 
teachers should be treated more as children than 
as adults.  But it is of course a fallacy to think that 
teachers in less well developed systems cannot 
learn from other teachers within their own system, 
or that such learning is not a crucial element in the 
development of the system.  

If ongoing professional development really is cru-
cial to improving the quality of teachers, as I argue 
above, then the role of teacher leadership cannot 
be ignored.  A model in which teachers learn from 
their more experienced and effective peers is both 
more respectful and more economical in the lon-
ger term.  It is crucial to identify the good practi-
tioners, listen to their advice, encourage them to 
lead others and provide them with the resources 
to do so effectively.  The teacher unions will have 
a role to play in this, as will local communities.  The 
point is that, if we are looking for a massive im-
provement in the global teaching force, we must 
not neglect the leadership capacity which already 

exists within it.
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Summary: It is heartening to see the emphasis 
on critical thinking as a vital learning objective 
within this year’s GMR, but a lack of clarity around 
the term - and a lack of acknowledgement of how 
teacher beliefs can hinder pedagogical change – 
are likely to limit the transformative potential of 
articulating such a vision within the EFA agenda.

One of the clear themes running through this year’s 
Global Monitoring Report (GMR) is the need for 
children everywhere to acquire so-called ‘trans-
ferable skills’, including “critical thinking, prob-
lem-solving, advocacy and conflict-resolution” (pp. 
36), alongside ‘foundational skills’, such as literacy 
and numeracy.  It is heartening to see this empha-
sis, as, so often, the wording of international policy 
documents implies that our attention should be 
focused exclusively on helping children to reach 
certain minimum learning thresholds, rather than 
helping them to gain the wide range of cognitive 
and non-cognitive abilities that they will need to 
truly flourish in all aspects of their lives.  

Given my own work, which positions critical think-
ing as crucial for both human and economic de-
velopment around the world, I was particularly 
pleased to see the prominence of critical think-
ing within this year’s GMR.  Although it has been 
mentioned in past reports, this was the first time 
that I’ve seen an explicit attempt within the GMR 
to outline how education can both encourage 
and hinder the development of critical thinking.  
The GMR 2005 included a short list of “desirable 
practices” (pp. 153), but this year’s report is much 
clearer about what sorts of practices need to be 
encouraged in order to foster critical thinking (e.g. 
learner-centred pedagogy requiring active stu-
dent participation and involving both group work 
and reflective elements; relevant and integrated 
curricula, which are adapted to the local context 
and include reference to real-life situations; etc.) – 
and it is much more explicit about the barriers to 
implementing such approaches (e.g. assessment 
practices that incentivise rote learning and mem-

orisation; traditional methods of teaching that 
rely on lecturing and repetition; limited training 
for teachers in more innovative pedagogical meth-
ods).  Although some of these individual concerns 
have been raised in past reports, they have tended 
to be mentioned in passing, rather than being priv-
ileged as a core concern of the education and de-
velopment agenda.  It is also refreshing to see crit-
ical thinking treated as a core learning objective, 
rather than being discussed as a ‘skill’ that young 
people can acquire once they enter the workforce.

However, despite these positive changes, there 
remain some serious concerns about how critical 
thinking is represented within the GMR, particular-
ly given the role that the GMR plays in influencing 
the education policy agenda in many low-income 
contexts.  

First and foremost, there is a severe lack of clarity 
around the meaning of the term ‘critical thinking’.  
Within the same document, we see assertions 
that critical thinking (alongside other ‘transferable 
skills’) is necessary for “political participation” (pp. 
185), for participation in “the knowledge economy” 
(pp. 246) and for “global citizenship” (pp. 295).  In 
the 2011/12 GMR, we saw yet another view of criti-
cal thinking as being a necessary foil to radicalism.  
I don’t actually disagree with any of these individ-
ual assertions, but I worry that there is a danger in 
discussing critical thinking without defining what 
we mean by it. If we don’t know what we mean by 
critical thinking, how do we know if there is con-
sensus around its importance? The commissioned 
study by Amadio (2013), referenced on page 295 of 
the GMR, found that critical thinking was empha-
sised in the curriculum frameworks and policy doc-
uments of about half of the 88 countries analysed 
in the study.  This number is actually quite low.  Does 
this suggest that there are differences of opinion 
around the desirability of emphasising such skills 
within education systems?  Or does it simply imply 
that countries may differ in the prominence given 
to critical thinking within their national education 
agendas?  Even if everybody were to agree that 
critical thinking was important, how could we pos-
sibly assess whether students across contexts 
are, in fact, gaining such skills – and, if they are not, 
how we could better support them – without any 
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agreement around what critical thinking is?  

Second, although there is ample discussion around 
the importance of teacher training, one funda-
mentally important issue receives no mention in 
the GMR – and that is the pervasive influence and 
importance of teachers’ pre-understandings and 
perceptions of education.  There is an acknowl-
edgement that teachers tend to teach as they 
were taught, but there is no discussion of why that 
tends to be the case.  Although it is true that mod-
eling has a lot to do with it (if you’ve never seen 
somebody teach in a participatory way, it’s difficult 
to attempt to do so yourself!), it is also crucial to 
acknowledge that teachers exercise agency with-
in their classrooms.  Every teacher has a teaching 
philosophy, even if he or she has never articulated 
it, and that philosophy is linked to deeply-rooted 
ideas about what education is and what teaching 
should be.  Changing a teacher’s deeply-held be-
liefs around education cannot be accomplished 
through the imposition of top-down policies, as it 
is a natural human tendency to adapt disorienting 
ideas to one’s pre-existing frameworks and un-
derstandings. Teachers are not simply lacking in 
capacity and in need of “equipping” with tools, as 
the GMR’s key strategies seem to suggest. Rather, 
they are active agents, who are being asked to al-
ter some of the most fundamental aspects of their 
professional identity. This requires both thought-
ful and careful teacher training, which respects 
teacher integrity by outlining the rationale and 
motivations for particular pedagogical practices, 
and ongoing support, to help teachers cope with 
feelings of disorientation and resistance from 
colleagues and students.  There are, of course, 
resource implications to the provision of such in-
depth teacher training and ongoing support, but, 
without such provision, it is highly unlikely that we 
will see any change in pedagogical practice in the 
majority of schools around the world.  Surely it is 
important to highlight such concerns, even if (or 
perhaps particularly because) there are resource 
implications?

Encouraging students around the world to develop 
the ability to think critically about both local and 
global concerns is a vital learning objective that 
deserves strong support and attention from the 
international development community. But, such a 
lofty goal will never be reached without clarity and 
consensus around what we’re trying to achieve 
and an acknowledgement of how deeply-held be-
liefs might hinder our progress.

Further reading
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Summary: Private supplementary tutoring, wide-
ly known as shadow education, has become a ma-
jor phenomenon in low-income, middle-income 
and high-income countries. It can have positive 
dimensions, but may also undermine the EFA goals 
by diverting resources from regular schooling and 
imposing hidden costs. These factors require clos-
er attention to the phenomenon, with better data 
and improvements in regulations.

Recent decades have brought significant growth 
of private supplementary tutoring. For example a 
2008 survey in Ghana found that 48% of house-
holds were paying additional fees for tutoring of 
primary school students; and in West Bengal, In-
dia, a 2012 survey found that 73% of rural children 
aged 6-14 were receiving private tuition (as tutor-
ing is called in that country). Proportions are also 
high – and growing – in other parts of Africa and 
South Asia, as well as in many Arab states and in 
East Asia. 

Private supplementary tutoring is widely called 
shadow education because it mimics regular ed-
ucation. As the curriculum changes in regular 
schooling, so it changes in the shadow; and as the 
regular school system expands, so does the shad-
ow. A 2012 NORRAG NEWSBite (Bray 2012) point-
ed out that shadow education can undermine the 
EFA goals by diverting resources from public sys-
tems of education and by imposing pressures on 
families that cannot easily afford the costs.

The 2013/4 issue of the EFA Global Monitoring Re-
port included a section entitled “Private tutoring 
versus classroom teaching: protecting the poor-
est” (UNESCO 2014: 271-272). The Report noted 
that:

Private tuition, if unchecked or uncontrolled, 
can be a detriment to learning outcomes, 
especially for the poorest students who are 
unable to afford it. Whatever perspective 
policy-makers may have on private tuition, 

management policies are required to ensure 
that teachers teach the assigned number of 
hours and cover the whole curriculum so that 
private tutoring does not displace classroom 
teaching.

This statement and the associated remarks com-
prised the clearest recognition to date in the 
Global Monitoring Reports of the need to address 
shadow education. The phenomenon had been 
mentioned in previous reports (UNESCO 2007: 151; 
2008: 172), but only in passing. 

The 2013/4 report recognised that teachers in 
some countries deliberately cut the curriculum in 
the regular school hours in order to promote de-
mand for their services in supplementary private 
lessons. Teachers in other countries are prohibit-
ed from providing private supplementary lessons 
to their own students, but they may still tutor 
other students and put more effort into this pri-
vate-sector work than into their mainstream du-
ties. And teachers who do not themselves provide 
tutoring may assume that their students can get 
extra help from supplementary lessons and thus 
put less effort into their regular classes than they 
would otherwise.

These patterns require more attention. Govern-
ments need better data on the scale and nature of 
tutoring provided not only by teachers but also by 
private tuition companies.  They also need better 
regulations. The 2013/4 Global Monitoring Report 
focused on regulations for teachers, noting (p.271) 
that complete banning of tutoring is likely to be 
impractical but that strategies should at least be 
in place “to prevent tutoring of pupils by teachers 
who are responsible for teaching them in their dai-
ly classes” (p.272). Governments may also review 
the regulations under which private companies 
operate, to protect consumers and encourage a 
relationship between public and private sectors 
that is symbiotic rather than undermining of the 
EFA agenda. 

A recent publication (Bray & Kwo 2014) analyses 
regulations in the Asian region and contains ex-
amples of good practice that might be emulated 
in other parts of the world. Many governments 
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require tutoring companies to be registered and to 
heed minimum standards in safety, though they com-
monly prefer to leave matters of curriculum and fees 
to market forces. Some governments prohibit teach-
ers from offering extra private lessons, but others 
governments permit it under specified conditions. 
Proactive governments can encourage partnerships 
between parents, teachers and tutoring providers 
so that they can work together rather than in disso-
nance. Teachers’ unions and community bodies may 
be among the allies in such initiatives.
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Summary: This article argues a post-2015 Educa-
tion For All agenda must include multiple spaces 
of education that cannot be reduced to just public 
or private education. The absence of these hybrid 
spaces has consequences for where and how ed-
ucation officials at the country level direct their 
attention.

An honest review of the Education For All (EFA) ini-
tiative begins in the mirror. The biggest failure of 
learning over the past 25 years hasn’t come from 
students, as the 2013 Global Monitoring Report 
(GMR) suggests, but rather from the “experts” who 
make up the education-for-development industry. 
Until recently, experts and scholars—including the 
present authors—have been reluctant to broaden 
our conceptualizations of education to include 
anything beyond public, mainstream schooling or 
its counterpart, private, low-fee schooling, even as 
the reality of education for students has changed. 

EFA and the associated goals were developed 
and have been used to track and draw attention 
to the progress of countries in educating their 
populations. Emphasis has been almost entirely 
restricted to children and adolescents at the pri-
mary level within public and—more recently—
low-fee schooling (GMR, 2013, pp. 272-275). Yet, as 
we will briefly discuss, these targets do not now 
adequately reflect or capture essential educa-
tional spaces that have increased since EFA was 
first created. The reality of education today is that 
multiple, complex, and overlapping learning spac-
es have emerged that cannot be reduced to stat-
ic notions of public or private education. Indeed, 
multiple forms of semi-private and semi-public 
schooling have now been institutionalized within 
and beyond the boundaries of what has historical-
ly been considered “public” education. You might 
say that the “learning crisis”—if there is one—is 
our current inability or unwillingness to see these 
diverse spaces of learning as meaningful and with 

real implications for equity. Moreover, the absence 
of these spaces in our understanding of education 
has important consequences for where and how 
education officials at the country level direct their 
attention, a point to which we will return shortly.

In our own research—which focuses on educa-
tion in Cambodia—we learned the hard way that 
there exist hybrid spaces of learning beyond 
mainstream school. At the outset, we adopted 
the labels promoted and utilized by other schol-
ars and by the Cambodian Ministry of Education, 
Youth, and Sport (MoEYS). Whereas the former 
have found evidence of a fee-based shadow sys-
tem, the latter has focused almost exclusively on 
what occurs during the traditional school day (i.e., 
mainstream schooling). We later learned, however, 
that the terms “shadow” and “mainstream” miss 
the diversity and overlapping nature of the spaces 
of education found in Cambodia as students prog-
ress through primary and secondary school. 

Primary students, for example, go to “mainstream” 
school—financed by a mixture of government, in-
ternational, and household funds—for four hours 
and then must navigate a complex landscape of 
other schooling opportunities, often inside the 
very spaces of “mainstream” schooling and taught 
by “public” schoolteachers. The most popular 
non-mainstream schooling opportunity takes the 
form of what can be called “normal private tutor-
ing.” This is a fee-based system of private tutoring 
taught by “public” schoolteachers after, but some-
times during, “mainstream” school hours and cov-
ers the national curriculum designed by MoEYS. 
It is nearly impossible to tell the difference be-
tween “normal private tutoring” and “mainstream” 
schooling, save for the lack of school uniforms in 
the former space. That said, some teachers pro-
vide more one-on-one attention and the opportu-
nity to practise more exemplary problems during 
“normal private tutoring” than they do in “main-
stream” schooling. The larger point, however, is 
that this space has become normalized and neces-
sary to such an extent that many nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) provide scholarships to 
students from poor families in order to participate 
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in it. Nevertheless, children from poor families are 
often excluded from “normal private tutoring” be-
cause of cost or time constraints.

Outside the space of “mainstream” schooling, but 
dependent on it, there is also “special private tutor-
ing.” “Public” schoolteachers also teach this type of 
tutoring, but classes take place at home in groups 
no larger than five students and for a much higher 
fee than “normal private tutoring.” “Public” school-
teachers in this space act more like a private tutor 
than a teacher of large classes. Separately, even 
when students are on vacation between grades 
from “mainstream” school, they have the oppor-
tunity to attend “holiday private tutoring” in order 
to begin the national curriculum of the next grade 
with their future “public” schoolteacher. It is thus 
difficult to discern where the “shadow” system be-
gins and the “mainstream” system ends, given the 
extent to which private tutoring has crept into—
and become necessary for success in—what is 
thought of as traditional “public” schooling.

Beyond tutoring by a student’s “mainstream” 
schoolteacher during or after the official school 
year, there are also myriad spaces of “private” 
schooling that offer education in a variety of sub-
jects, such as computer skills or English, in addition 
to examination preparation. These are not only 
“shadow” spaces that complement, supplement, 
or at times supplant mainstream schooling. They 
are also an additional, fee-based space of learn-
ing that students must navigate and must decide 
whether or not to attend. Outside of these “public” 
and “private” spaces of schooling, moreover, there 
exist diverse spaces of learning inside pagoda 
schools, NGO schools, and missionary schools, all 
offering different educational opportunities for 
children and adults at no or low fee. By not drawing 
attention to this range of non-mainstream knowl-
edge delivery options—which admittedly differ 
across contexts within and outside Cambodia and 
are not captured accurately by the term “public,” 
“private,” “low-fee” or “shadow education”—any 
post-2015 educational agenda necessarily ignores 
the various and integral learning spaces that cur-
rently comprise students’ educational experienc-
es around the world today.

There are multiple side effects to consider when 
the global education agenda overlooks non-main-
stream learning spaces. We’ll focus on two. First, 
placing emphasis exclusively on the “mainstream” 
system puts pressure on governments to fake 
the numbers. When global attention is on “main-
stream” schooling, national governments logically 

follow suit, particularly when funding is linked to 
achieving EFA and the development goals. Govern-
ments have a real incentive to make sure national 
statistics look good—or perhaps bad in some cas-
es, depending on the funding that is sought. 

Taking Cambodia as an example, it is clear that one 
contested number is the primary Net Enrollment 
Rate (NER), or the percentage of primary school 
aged children (6-11 years old) enrolled in school 
out of the total number of primary school aged 
children in the country. The official statistics re-
ported by MoEYS in the Education Management 
Information System (EMIS) indicate that the total 
number of 6-11 year old children who are out-of-
school decreased from 104,778 pupils in 2008/09 
to 38,086 pupils in 2012/13. This corresponds to an 
increase in the NER for the primary level from 94.4 
percent to 97.9 percent, as of the 2012/13 school 
year. These numbers look good when viewed from 
the perspective of EFA: more primary school-
aged children are enrolling in primary school each 
year. However, the number of overage students 
who start first grade each year is larger than the 
number of 6-11 year old children out of school. For 
instance, in 2009/10 there were 93,007 children 
aged 6-11 out of school (but not necessarily over-
age); however, in 2010/11, 94,755 overage children 
started first grade. These numbers, which were 
taken from the EMIS, can only work if tens of 
thousands of children older than 11 enrolled in first 
grade for the first time during 2010/11—a possi-
ble but highly unlikely scenario. Moreover, other 
ministries, which also collect data on education 
but which do not provide the information used for 
EFA targets, paint starkly different pictures of 
NER. The Ministry of Planning, for instance, which 
uses household surveys and commune council (i.e., 
subnational) databases, indicates the NER is 85 
percent, not the official 98 percent according to 
MoEYS (which uses school-level statistics). When 
the focus is on “mainstream” schooling alone, min-
istries of education are incentivized to doctor the 
numbers in order to avoid the public shame that 
comes with the increasingly popular international 
league tables that document progress toward EFA 
goals. 

Second, when “mainstream” schooling is the main 
focus of EFA, governments can justifiably take a 
laissez faire approach to other spaces of educa-
tion. Indeed, in Cambodia, for example, despite a 
failed attempt by the MoEYS at banning “shadow” 
education and repeated calls from civil society 
and some international organizations for gov-
ernment action on this issue, MoEYS currently 
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ignores the presence and effects of various forms 
of private tutoring. By not regulating, addressing, or 
even discussing anything other than “mainstream” 
schooling, the government allows inequality to per-
sist in, through, and because of unregulated spaces 
like private tutoring. And as we have seen in Cam-
bodia, navigating and affording these spaces then 
become key obstacles for students in completing a 
basic education (grades 1-9). This is particularly the 
case during the transition from primary (grades 1-6) 
to lower (grades 7-9) and upper (grades 10-12) sec-
ondary school, where private tutoring is almost al-
ways required in order for students to pass both the 
monthly exams given by teachers and the sixth and 
ninth grade national exams given by MoEYS. If stu-
dents cannot pass (or otherwise purchase a passing 
score on) these various tests, the possibility of ad-
vancing to the next grade reduces dramatically.

The EFA’s static conceptualization of schooling 
as “public” or “private” education limits develop-
ment experts from seeing other, dynamic spaces 
of learning and how those spaces relate to “main-
stream” education. In the post-2015 context, great-
er attention should be dedicated to understanding 
the hybrid spaces through which private tutoring is 
combining with and altering what has traditionally 
been labeled “public” education. One way to ensure 
greater attention to these spaces—by both devel-
opment professionals and ministry officials—is to 
include them in the global education agenda, along 
with the development of associated indicators to 
track their various forms, prevalence, and effects 
over time. 
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Summary: This article provides a summary of a 
recent Systematic Review which aimed to under-
stand whether contract teachers are a cost-effec-
tive intervention to address teacher shortages and 
improve learning outcomes. Following stringent 
procedures, a set of 17 quantitative and qualitative 
studies were arrived at for in-depth review. On the 
whole, it was concluded that contract teachers are 
generally more effective in improving student out-
comes than regular teachers. Having said that, the 
research did indicate that these findings are often 
context-specific. This is coupled with the fact that 
all of the studies that look into the question of 
relative efficiency of contract teachers state cat-
egorically that they appear to be a more cost-ef-
fective means of imparting learning. The review 
identified the need for more research in this area 
particularly in some developing country contexts 
where the evidence is especially scarce. 

Contract teachers have been increasingly used in 
large parts of Africa, South Asia and Latin America 
in the last few decades to address rising student 
numbers by financially constrained governments. 
While the nature of contracts differ, the basic 
premise is that by hiring teachers on ‘fixed-term’ 
contracts and usually at a fraction of what regular, 
civil-service teachers are paid, governments hope 
to achieve efficiency and equity.  But are contract 
and para-teachers a cost effective intervention to 
address teacher shortages and improve learning 
outcomes? 

A Systematic Review [Are contract teachers and 
para-teachers a cost-effective intervention to 
address teacher shortage and improve learning 
outcomes?] by the authors shortlisted 17 studies 
for in-depth review after stringent quality assur-
ance procedures to ensure only studies that met 
pre-determined guidelines were included. A hier-

archy of evidence was used to evaluate the valid-
ity of the studies.

Contract teachers are often appointed to schools 
with fewer resources in more remote areas and 
often serve more disadvantaged children; so any 
valid estimate of the contract teacher effect must 
take account of the wider social and economic 
context in which these teachers are employed, 
and also the potential non-random matching of 
contract teachers to particular children/schools 
on the basis of unobserved characteristics of both 
the teachers and the students. It is therefore very 
important to control for the observed and unob-
served student, school and teacher characteris-
tics in a study that aims to estimate true contract 
teacher effects.  

The weight of evidence provided by these studies 
shows that contract teachers are generally more 
effective in improving student outcomes than reg-
ular teachers, although the research also indicates 
that these findings are often context-specific and 
conducted at a sub-national level, limiting the gen-
eralizability of their findings.  Secondly, all the re-
viewed studies find that contract teachers are a 
more cost effective means of imparting learning, 
since their costs are significantly lower than those 
for civil-service teachers. However, more evidence 
is needed. Similarly, rigorous evidence is limited 
on whether contract teachers help alleviate teach-
er shortages, since theoretically one would expect 
this not to be questionable as contract teachers 
policy is mainly instigated to overcome the teach-
er shortage problem. 

The research that has been analyzed in this Sys-
tematic Review can help guide policy makers in 
several ways. From a policy perspective, research 
suggests that there is a need to devise policies 
and contracts that encourage more teacher ef-
fort. This can only occur if the incentives and dis-
incentives are aligned within the contracts and 
effectively enforced. For example, the threat of 
dismissal has been identified as a key motivating 
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factor among contract teachers. However, if this 
threat is not credible, the incentive to exert ef-
fort to ensure contract renewal disappears. It is 
also important to note that contracts ‘as they are’ 
will only go so far in raising teacher effort as the 
evidence has shown that all teachers’ effort (even 
that of contract teachers) is low on an absolute 
basis. Particularly as some studies note that those 
contract teachers who have more than one tenure 
period exert less effort in subsequent tenure pe-
riods. This points to performance-related renewal 
and the need for contract policy to be amended to 
combine the probationary, nonrenewal aspect of 
contract terms with better salaries and benefits. 
Some researchers argue that explicit and implic-
it incentives for teachers are based on end-line 
performance of the group of students, rather than 
value added over time. If evaluations of a teacher’s 
performance were on a value-added basis, teach-
ers might be happier to work with initially low-
er-achieving students. This could provide some 
guidance to policy makers in designing effective 
policies.

One concern in proposing the expansion of con-
tract teachers is that although it may be beneficial 
in the short run, in the long term it could poten-
tially create a two tier system and the concern 
that this may lead to demand for regularization 
of these teachers which in itself would defeat the 
purpose of hiring them in the first place. However 
if their progression to regularization was perfor-
mance-related, this could alleviate the above con-
cerns and help integrate the two teacher types. 
There is a need to revisit the entire issue because 
if the system of using contract teachers is mere-
ly a by-way to regular appointments, the educa-
tion system may end up with a large number of 
non-professional teachers who will have the same 
weak performance incentives as the current regu-
lar teachers.

Low motivation and low attendance rates of reg-
ular teachers have been cited as a key factor con-
tributing to poor student outcomes. It is import-
ant for policy makers to recognize that the same 
factors that generate low effort among regular 
teachers (such as missing facilities and deficien-
cies in infrastructure etc.) are contributory factors 
in lowering not only student learning but will also 
negatively impact on the effort levels of contract 
teachers. 

This Systematic Review can also provide guidance 
for key areas for future research. Firstly, broaden-
ing the evidence base to cover a more represen-

tative geographical area especially poorest coun-
tries. Additionally, while superficial attempts have 
been made to address the questions of whether 
contract teachers are effective at eliminating 
teacher shortages and whether they are cost ef-
fective, more robust and in-depth analyses are 
needed. More longer-term rigorous data are need-
ed not only on what happens upon placing contract 
teachers in education systems but also following 
up on these teachers and in particular examining 
the impact they have on students if and when they 
are given civil service status.

Research indicates that while, globally, several 
countries have initiated contract teacher pro-
grammes, few have given consideration to and 
implemented systems whereby effective impact 
evaluations can be carried out.  Research on this 
can provide guidance to policy makers not only to 
evaluate the policies that they themselves have 
implemented but can also provide them interna-
tional best practice from other contract teacher 
policy reforms. 

Further reading

The Systematic Review referred to in this article 
can be accessed here:

http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicre-
views/Parateachers2013Kingdon.pdf
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Summary: Emphasizing the impact of teachers on 
pupil learning is vital for reaching the EFA goals. 
But equally if not more important is to have a bet-
ter understanding of how highly knowledgeable 
teachers are prepared. This short contribution 
seeks to answer this question and calls for an 
open discussion of how the intrusion of market ap-
proaches into teacher preparation, if unchecked, 
may end up destroying the profession.

The EFA-GMR report purports to supply evidence 
of progress toward important development goals. 
This year the title of the report tells us that the 
focus is on teachers and learning (UNESCO, 2014). 
While the report is actually about many other as-
pects of the EFA goals with connections to teach-
ing and learning sprinkled throughout the report, 
one part out of three is dedicated to teachers, and 
three chapters out of seven focus on teaching. One 
chapter looks particularly at providing the best 
teachers (chapter 6) and it discusses the usual 
four policy aspects regarding teachers: recruit-
ment, preparation, deployment and retention. A 
partial review of the literature was done (it would 
have been helpful to know the criteria to include 
the studies that were used as evidence for the 
recommendations given in the report).  While it is 
generally agreed that teacher-related policy deals 
with all the aspects of the recruitment, prepara-
tion, deployment and retention, the most chal-
lenging and important aspect concerning teaching 
quality is indisputably teacher preparation. 

In recent years a number of policy initiatives are 
sprouting up around the world claiming to be the 
solution to preparing teachers; yet few of these 
so called innovations are based on solid evidence 
that could be generalized as a number of reviews 
of research attest. These highly problematic pol-
icy trends, which actually threaten to destroy 
teacher education programs and consequently to 
decrease teacher quality, are ignored by this re-
port. The assumption is made that the solution to 

teachers learning to teach and to producing high 
quality teachers is relatively straightforward.

Given that the preparation of teachers is a com-
plex and much contested issue, and is repeatedly 
touted as the solution to improving teaching (and 
learning) quality I will dedicate this brief reflec-
tion to this aspect only. I propose that an import-
ant question that the report did not fully answer 
is: what are the conditions that contribute to the 
production of highly knowledgeable teachers able 
to help all children learn? Because teaching knowl-
edge includes a number of aspects such as the 
knowledge of the subject teachers are expected to 
teach, the pedagogy for teaching those subjects, 
the knowledge of the curriculum, students and 
their community, to mention only a few, and teach-
ing occurs within multiple contexts (communities, 
programs, schools, classrooms, individual expe-
riences), programs designed to prepare teachers 
are by definition highly varied. An important task 
is then to attempt to learn from such variation 
concerning the preparation of future primary and 
secondary teachers. I draw primarily from results 
obtained in the TEDS-M study (Tatto et al., 2012) 
which was designed to measure the knowledge 
outcomes (particularly mathematics) of teacher 
education among future primary and secondary 
teachers in 17 countries. At the end I raise deep felt 
concerns among the teacher community having to 
do with emergent policy trends in teacher prepa-
ration and its effects (sometimes devastating) on 
future teacher quality. I argue that these develop-
ments should have been highlighted and discussed 
in the GMR report.

TEDS-M uncovered evidence concerning the kinds 
of opportunities to learn to teach provided to 
teachers across a diversity of contexts and the 
implications of this evidence for the provision of 
highly knowledgeable mathematics teachers for 
the most disadvantaged sectors. The TEDS-M 
study is the first study that begins to illuminate 
the confused policy initiatives directed at “inno-
vative” teacher preparation. The TEDS-M study 
provides generalizable insights because it used 
representative samples of primary and second-
ary teacher education programs in 17 countries 
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to answer three key challenges having to do with 
policies that support future teachers learning, the 
opportunities to learn to teach provided to future 
teachers, and most importantly the breadth and 
depth of knowledge that future teachers acquire 
after their preparation.

What can be learned from the ways in which 
teacher education programs are designed and 
implemented across the countries participating 
in this study? A concurrent review of the TEDS-M 
and TIMSS results makes evident that countries 
whose pupils do well in the TIMSS assessment also 
have teacher education programs in higher edu-
cation institutions (HEI) that are able to produce 
future primary and secondary teachers with high 
levels of mathematics and mathematics pedago-
gy. All countries in the study prepared the majority 
of their teachers in teacher education programs 
within HEIs. Not only do the most successful coun-
tries at preparing primary and secondary have 
rigorous selection standards for entry and gradu-
ation, but also they provide in depth opportunities 
to learn mathematics and mathematics pedagogy 
for their future teachers (e.g., geometry, continuity 
and functions, probability and statistics, the math-
ematics of the school curriculum such as number, 
measurement and geometry, and function, proba-
bility and calculus; and importantly the pedagogy 
to teach this specialist knowledge).  

Those institutions whose graduates demonstrat-
ed higher levels of knowledge in the TEDS-M as-
sessments followed an inquiry-oriented approach 
to teacher preparation (e.g., in addition to getting a 
right answer in mathematics, it is important to un-
derstand why the answer is correct, and teachers 
should allow pupils to figure out their own ways 
to solve a mathematical problem) as opposed to a 
procedural approach to teaching the subject (e.g., 
holding the view that mathematics is a collection 
of rules and procedures that prescribe how to 
solve a problem and that mathematics involves 
the remembering and application of definitions, 
formulas, mathematical facts and procedures). An 
inquiry approach to teacher preparation helped 
future teachers acquire the ability to apply and 
reason mathematically, and to implement the 
school curriculum, to plan, to evaluate students’ 
work correctly, and to analyze students’ errors, to 
successfully address more complex mathematics 
learning, to successfully understand or interpret 
students’ thinking, and to successfully engage and 
teach more complex concepts. Thus it is clear that 
acquiring a good level knowledge of the discipline 
is not enough, and that intensive preparation with-

in teacher preparation programs leads to higher 
levels of comprehension of the subject and of the 
learning of strategies to in turn teach the subject. 

In sum TEDS-M revealed common features shared 
among successful programs such as emphasis 
on content and pedagogical-content knowledge, 
strong links between theory and practice, and an 
inquiry orientation. In addition, rigorous selection 
and graduation requirements, and careful induc-
tion into the profession added to the strength of 
program design. However current teacher educa-
tion policy in a number of countries continues to 
be influenced more by ideology, politics and tradi-
tion than by evidence of what works as shown by 
rigorous research.

The TEDS-M study was designed to measure the 
knowledge outcomes of teacher education and is 
thus limited in how much it can tell us about the 
effects of high quality teacher preparation on ini-
tial teaching practice. A new study which builds on 
TEDS-M, called FIRSTMATH is now in the field tri-
al stage. This new study, based at Michigan State 
University, funded by the US National Science 
Foundation, and working with colleagues from 15 
countries (including three US states), is exploring 
what factors--including but not limited to pre-ser-
vice teacher education--influence the initial devel-
opment of high quality mathematics secondary 
teachers. 

In conclusion -

•	 Successful countries rely on pre-service 
teacher education programs to prepare future 
teachers

•	 Different designs of teacher preparation re-
sult in different outcomes

•	 Selection and graduation criteria are im-
portant

•	 Specialization in the discipline and prepa-
ration in learning how to teach the dis-
cipline produces highly knowledgeable 
teachers

•	 Exposure to challenging mathematics 
content at university level is important

•	 Deep understanding of the school curric-
ulum and how to teach it is provided by 
teacher preparation programs is import-
ant.
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•	 Guided school practice closely with 
teacher education programs monitoring 
of school mentoring is important.

•	 Emphasis on how to apply what is 
learned in teacher preparation to teach 
a wide range of students including dis-
advantaged students received lower 
levels of emphasis compared with other 
opportunities to learn to teach in most 
programs across the countries studied. 

•	 There is an urgent need for teacher prepara-
tion programs around the world to provide 
opportunities for teachers to learn to teach 
diverse students. The preparation for teach-
ers of disadvantaged students requires more 
(not less) teacher preparation. The introduc-
tion of market approaches which are sup-
ported by neoliberal policies promising quick 
and easy fixes for teacher preparation must 
be carefully scrutinized as should emerging 
policies that are designed to undermine high 
quality research-based teacher education. 

•	 Learning to teach is complex hard work. It is 
highly contextualized; it is a developmental 
process because it requires learning how to 
teach knowledge and how to teach thinking. 
It is also currently a highly contested arena 
for a variety of political and business inter-
ests. 
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Summary: The Education for All (EFA) Global 
Monitoring Report (GMR) talks about the poor 
education system in Malaysia; this is a nega-
tive indictment with wide scale repercussions 
for the country’s higher education agenda. This 
report, while it is not unexpected, now calls for 
real-time action to manage challenges to quality 
education, particularly those that concern poli-
cies and implementation.

 

The recent global tragedy of MH370 seems to 
have shifted the spotlight from another national 
tragedy – the findings from the Global Monitor-
ing Report (GMR) which highlighted Malaysia’s 
poor education system. The GMR news raised 
eyebrows though it did not get the prominence 
it would have been given. Perhaps due to the 
focus on the MH370 tragedy or political expedi-
ence, considering that education is a very politi-
cal subject in Malaysia. What is even more ironic 
is that this report comes after a statement from 
the Ministry of Education not long ago that Ma-
laysia has a world-class education system which 
rivals that of the developed nations. 

Was the report unexpected? Numerous World 
Bank reports in the past had highlighted the 
ticking time-bomb of poor quality of education. 
The main challenge to quality education is the 
lack of capable, strategic and objective leader-
ship in education. Other ills that plague the edu-
cation system include the lack of skills promot-
ing higher order thinking largely contributed by 
the curriculum and inappropriate teacher train-
ing schemes. The Minister of International Trade 
and industry, himself a past Minister of Higher 
Education, voiced concerns on the issue of sub-
standard education quality that negatively im-
pacts on foreign investment through the lack of 
suitably qualified workforce. 

The quality of the graduate workforce is a re-
flection of the quality of early and pre-univer-

sity education. Numerous schemes are in place to 
train and re-train graduates, the success of which 
is very unconvincing due to lack of accountability 
and poor implementation. This is mainly due to 
the fact that though there is so much to be gained 
potentially from such schemes, many participants 
only want a ride on the gravy train. But what is 
even more disturbing is the foreseeable impact 
on Malaysia’s vision to become a regional hub of 
education. With close to 90,000 foreign tertiary 
level students, two-thirds of these in the high-
ly-competitive full fee-paying private sector, the 
GMR will be a damning piece of report. The private 
higher education sector had remained attractive 
to foreign university partners and students large-
ly due to the perceived quality of education. This 
perception may now change and with growing op-
tions in the region, Malaysia must be vigilant and 
be mindful of its response to the GMR. 

The saving grace for Malaysia is that, after Sin-
gapore, it has one of the best regional  infrastruc-
tures for supporting transnational education. The 
GMR is a wake-up call for national leaders.  It is 
time to focus on implementing rather than brain-
storming. In other words, it is time for action. 
These actions to improve quality of education 
should begin by keeping race, religion and politics 
out of education. The true form of meritocracy as 
opposed to race-based meritocracy should under-
line all efforts if a reversal of the GMR findings is 
to be effected.  
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Summary: The learning crisis from the teaching 
profession’s standpoint is as much about disman-
tling, de-professionalizing and defunding public 
education as anything else. It is also a crisis in pri-
ority setting amidst distractions and competing 
agendas.

Barack Obama’s former chief of staff, Rahm Em-
manuel, once said that we should “not let a crisis 
go to waste.”1  Although this was meant in reaction 
to the global economic crisis and the opportunity 
to re-evaluate the choices that led to a global re-
cession, I find it helpful when critically reflecting 
on the role of teachers in the eye of the ‘learning 
crisis’. 

For decades, national and global teachers’ orga-
nizations have been warning about the negative 
effect that de-professionalization – witnessed by 
a systematic increase in the number of untrained, 
unsupported teachers without appropriate re-
sources in overcrowded classrooms - would have 
on the quality of the teaching and learning. Yet, 
for the past years the IFIs and others have worked 
hard to make the argument for cheaper teachers 
or “content deliverers” with less preparation, less 
status and greater accountability for results. Oth-
ers, like the proponents of the ‘ 15 million dollar X 
Prize for the teacher-less school’ 2 are seeking to 
convince governments to take the high amount 
of recurrent expenditure on salaries and reinvest 
it in technological delivery platforms or vouchers 
for low-fee, for profit private schools with labor 
flexibility and high stakes testing. Certainly, look-
ing at how one frames the crisis will tell you much 
about what one stands to gain from the crisis, 
especially when the evaluation, monitoring and 
intervention “solutions” are often marketed from 
the same interested parties who convene these 
now ubiquitous global innovation conferences and 
car show circuits.

1 http://www.politicsdaily.com/2010/09/02/rahm-
emanuels-misguided-mantra-no-crisis-should-go-to-
waste/
2   http://www.xprize.org/prize-development/learning

The real crisis lies in the steady deconstruction 
and defunding of public education systems, and 
the GMR provides us with powerful evidence 
of exactly this. Firstly, governments across the 
global North are failing to meet their funding 
commitments to education, and where they do 
make investments, they benefit the privileged at 
the expense of the most marginalised, effective-
ly widening inequalities. Secondly, governments 
have not adequately developed and implemented 
(read: funded) comprehensive teacher policies. 
In many developing countries teachers work on 
precarious contracts, earn salaries well below the 
minimum wage and lack the fundamental qualifi-
cations, skills, support and learning materials to 
teach. Too often, teaching and learning takes place 
in unsafe and unhealthy environments, which in 
many contexts means overcrowded classrooms 
and poor sanitary facilities. Is it any wonder that 
the OECD Background Paper for the International 
Summit on the Teaching Profession3  and EFA GMR 
2013/4 agreed on the importance of recruiting, 
training, supporting, deploying and collaborating 
with teachers and their organizations to ensure 
effective teaching and learning takes place? Par-
ticularly for marginalized groups. It is important to 
note that many of these teacher policy recommen-
dations were laid out in the 1966 UNESCO/ILO 
Recommendations on the Status of the Teaching 
Profession.4 

If countries are to make further headway on educa-
tion and development up to and beyond 2015, they 
must address access, equity and quality simultane-
ously. This requires an holistic approach to educa-
tion, focusing on what goes into a system (‘inputs’ 
such as equitably-distributed resources, qualified 
teachers, relevant curricula and appropriate facil-
ities, materials and class sizes), the processes of 
teaching and learning, and the outcomes of these 
processes. The GMR offers valuable evidence of 
what teachers and educators globally have been 
campaigning for: they claim that sustainable qual-
ity education for all will not be achieved without 

3  http://www.oecd.org/site/eduistp2012/49850576.
pdf
4  http://www.ilo.org/global/industries-and-sectors/
education/WCMS_162256/lang--en/index.htm
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appropriate investments in teachers’ competences 
and motivation through training, continuous pro-
fessional development, decent working conditions 
and matched by the appropriate tools and environ-
ments necessary for teaching and learning. To best 
learn from and address this crisis may mean not to 
be too focused on what is manufactured and mar-
keted by think tanks and edubusinesses, but rather 
on the evidence pointed out by the GMR that these 
other elements are distracting us from focusing on 
-  coherent policy, political commitment and long-
term, sustainable, financing. 
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Summary: This paper discussed challenges of at-
taining the learning outcomes for pupils in schools 
with reference to the findings of World Vision 
Uganda baseline study. Indeed findings revealed 
that boys and girls go to school but they do not at-
tain reading and numeracy skills. Socio-economic, 
cultural, educational and political factors continue 
to affect the learning outcomes. 

Since the 1990s Governments have made commit-
ments to Education for All (EFA). However, based 
on the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2013/14, 
achievements made over the years should be 
critically assessed: (a) are all children enrolled in 
schools; and, (b) are children acquiring functional 
literacy skills? So far various reports do not reveal 
results worth celebrating as the 2015 deadline is 
approaching.  It is therefore crucial at this point to 
assess the question of accessing education and 
the actual learning outcomes in schools. For in-
stance, the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2013/14 
talks of a “learning crisis”. It states that currently 
almost 250 million children do not have the basic 
skills in reading, writing and mathematics. Accord-
ing to the UNESCO report, one in four young peo-
ple in developing countries are unable to read a 
sentence. It warns that despite improved access, 
poor quality education has left a “legacy of illitera-
cy” more widespread than previously believed and 
suggests that a further 175 million young people 
lack even basic literacy skills (UNESCO, 2014).

The World Vision Uganda Pader Improved Edu-
cation Phase II Baseline Study (Munthali, 2013) 
which was conducted in 10 schools in Northern 
Uganda is a good example of a country that is not 
achieving adequate learning outcomes among 
pupils. For instance, findings revealed that “only 1 
boy out of 136 pupils (65 boys and 71 girls) could 
read and comprehend at least 60 words per min-
ute in his/her mother tongue”.  Basically children 
go to school but they fail to attain minimum learn-
ing standards of reading simple sentences. It is 

surprising that factors which emerged from the 
baseline study are well known. Yet the Govern-
ment of Uganda and donor agencies appear not 
to have paid much attention on the actual learn-
ing outcomes in schools. Nevertheless, results 
are related to educational, socio-cultural, political 
and socio-economic factors. For instance, schools 
lack adequate trained teachers, female teachers, 
teachers for special needs children, and many 
teachers are demotivated. It was clear that the 
school management systems are weak as there 
was no evidence of minutes showing the imple-
mentation process of the School Management 
Committees (SMCs) and the Parent Teacher Asso-
ciations (PTAs) action plans. Moreover, the inspec-
tion and monitoring by District Education Office is 
weak.  Inspection of schools was not carried out as 
required by the Ministry of Education partly be-
cause of insufficient budget and scarcity of school 
inspectors in Pader District.   

In a word, Government and teachers are indeed 
failing children. First of all the Government should 
invest more in ensuring that teachers are ade-
quately trained and oriented on the new curricu-
lum. Secondly, the Government should be on top 
of inspecting schools and providing all necessary 
support to address all factors affecting children’s 
education. For example the Government should 
invest more on providing resources at District Ed-
ucation Offices for inspecting of schools. Without 
inspection, schools will continue to produce illiter-
ate children despite years of schooling.

The EFA Global Monitoring Report notes that 
governments and donor agencies should respond 
to the crisis of a lack of the learning outcomes to 
achieve good quality education for all. This includes 
introducing strategies by policy makers by recruit-
ing new trained teachers and ensuring retention 
by providing adequate infrastructure and better 
services to attract teachers in harsh working con-
ditions. Indeed this relates to Northern Uganda 
where teachers are working under hard conditions 
as the result of war which affected the education 
system. Another useful GMR recommendation is 
that governments should recruit teachers locally 
and provide them with ongoing training to improve 
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their learning. The Forum for African Women Ed-
ucationalists in Malawi presents a good example 
of recruiting female teachers locally by training 
and mentoring local secondary school leavers and 
deploying teachers locally. The EFA report ends by 
noting that “to end the learning crisis all countries 
rich or poor have to make sure every child has ac-
cess to a well-trained and motivated teacher”. This 
is a tall order!
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Summary: The Quality of teaching matters most: 
what is the next big challenge?

In 2007, Mona Mourshed and I published “How 
the World’s Best-Performing Education Systems 
Come Out on Top” (McKinsey 2007). There were 
a number of key lessons but the central one was 
both simple and profound – the quality of teaching 
matters more than anything else.

Since then this insight – which was a reinforce-
ment on the basis of international benchmarking 
of what was already plain in the school effective-
ness literature – has powerfully influenced educa-
tion ministers.

From Punjab to Poland and Malaysia to Massa-
chusetts policymakers are reexamining their ap-
proaches to attracting, recruiting, retaining and 
continuously developing the teaching profession.

There is no quick fix in bringing these changes 
about. Whereas in some countries – such as Viet-
nam, Singapore or Finland – teaching is seen as a 
highly prized profession, in many others it is nec-
essary to change the culture as well as the policy. 
This takes time but there are good examples also 
of making progress. 

In England, Teach First – the British equivalent of 
Teach for America – is now the biggest recruiter of 
graduates from Oxford and Cambridge. Over 60 
percent of those who join the teaching profession 
through this route stay beyond the two-year com-
mitment.

Meanwhile Teach for All has taken the model of 
Teach for America and Teach First and adapted 
and refined it for dozens of countries now includ-
ing India, Estonia and Chile. 

The quality of professional development is improv-
ing too. Professor Tom Kane of Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, for example, is experiment-

ing with video analysis of lessons, enabling expert 
coaches, who might be remote, to offer detailed 
commentary on sequences of teaching. Increasing 
numbers of schools around the world are adopting 
this kind of method. Professional development of 
this granular kind is likely to be as transformative 
for teachers as it has been for top sports people. 

Meanwhile systems have also understood that 
one key to retaining good teachers is the quality of 
school leadership. No one in any line of work wants 
to work in a badly led organisation. If the school 
culture falls apart, teaching becomes a nightmare. 
By contrast, if the school culture is positive, aspi-
rational and collaborative then teachers grow and 
develop and reap the joys of working with inspired 
students. In places such as Singapore, Australia 
and Ontario the benefits of systematic leadership 
development are overwhelmingly clear. In the U.S. 
where the role of principal has traditionally been 
ambiguous, charter chains such as Uncommon 
Schools and organisations such as New Leaders 
for the New Schools are showing the way.

In all these respects developments in education 
policy since 2007 are encouraging. However, the 
gains at best remain incremental. The big chal-
lenge lies ahead – finding the means of transform-
ing learning outcomes and achieving dramatically 
improved performance through combining – as 
Michael Fullan and Katelyn Donnelly have argued 
so convincingly in “Alive in the Swamp” (NESTA 
2013) – system change, pedagogical change and 
the application of technology. At present there 
are emerging experiments that show signs of 
what might be to come; success at scale remains 
elusive. Some system somewhere will put this to-
gether soon, or may be just stumble upon it, and 
then we will see the future.
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Summary: The global Learning Metrics Task 
Force, by narrowly focusing on assessment, risks 
producing some unintended consequences that 
could undermine rather than improve learning out-
comes.

Over the past two years I have been an active mem-
ber of the Learning Metrics Task Force (LMTF), a 
high-profile international effort whose overarch-
ing objective was “to create a shift in the global 
conversation on education from a focus on access 
to access plus learning”.  As I re-read the LMTF re-
ports (see www.brookings.edu/learningmetrics), I 
found myself critically reflecting on what we pro-
duced.

Some positive contributions are clear. The task 
force helped to challenge the view that global edu-
cation goals have been largely met (50 million more 
children are in school compared to 2000 – DESA, 
2013). By highlighting the shockingly poor learning 
outcomes achieved in many countries (250 million 
children are in school but not learning – EFA GMR, 
2012), the LMTF has helped to refresh the case for 
a focus on education post 2015. LMTF also moved 
the debate on from a focus on narrow literacy and 
numeracy outcomes (e.g every child should read 
by second grade, as advocated by some agencies – 
see for example RTI1,  one of the leading American 
research institutes) by highlighting seven broad 
domains of learning: physical well-being, social 
and emotional, culture and the arts, literacy and 
communication, learning approaches and cogni-
tion, numeracy and maths, science and technology. 

The LMTF should also be welcomed for its focus 
on equity, recognising that the inequalities with-
in countries (e.g. by sex, urban or rural residence, 
socio-economic status, mother tongue, ethnicity, 
citizenship status, disabilities or emergency sit-
uations) are often masked by national level data 

1  http://www.rti.org/page.cfm/Teaching_amp_Learning

(which are not disaggregated sufficiently in na-
tional reports to the United Nations, e.g. the EFA 
GMR (2013)). Similarly the attention placed on 
supporting country education assessment sys-
tems is important as it suggests that there is not 
a one-size fits all solution and that diverse coun-
tries will have different priorities for effectively 
improving assessment and learning (depending on 
what they have in place already). 

The LMTF report claims that “the education com-
munity has reached a consensus on the skills and 
competencies that are important …. and a small 
set of indicators that are feasible and desirable 
to track at the global level.”  This is an over-state-
ment. Whilst there may be consensus on the im-
portance of learning (which has always been the 
case for educators, see the EFA Framework – WEF, 
2000) it is particularly wrong to claim consensus 
on a small set of indicators and the desirability of 
global tracking. These issues remain highly con-
tentious because they are seen as likely to lead to 
the imposition of standardised assessments and a 
culture of testing across the world.

Perhaps the biggest problem with LMTF was that 
whilst the overarching objective and aims were 
“make recommendations for common goals to im-
prove learning “, its focus in practice was purely 
on measuring and assessing learning, not actu-
ally improving learning. Crucially no systematic 
effort was made to establish the connections be-
tween measuring learning and improving learning 
or to acknowledge the fact that improved sta-
tistics do not inherently contribute to improved 
learning!

The LMTF proposes seven areas of measure-
ment for global tracking (titled as: learning for 
all, age of learning, reading, numeracy, readiness 
to learn, citizen of the world and breadth of learn-
ing opportunities). Tracking each of these would 
involve using a composite of different indicators 
and some major challenges (how do you measure 
what it means to be a “citizen of the world” in a 
standardised way in Benin, Bolivia and Britain?). If 
elaborated this would end up with a global impo-
sition of dozens of indicators - in significant ten-
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sion with the focus on supporting country systems 
that operate in diverse contexts.  This may bene-
fit large-scale private providers of textbooks and 
tests but learners will be the losers: facing assess-
ments that are culturally inappropriate.

Importantly, the LMTF failed to acknowledge that 
obsessive “teaching to the test” can actively un-
dermine learning. It can destroy the joy of learning 
and mean learners are driven to pass a test with-
out developing transferable or practical skills.  The 
more focus given to testing the more likely it is 
that things that cannot be easily tested (e.g. social 
and emotional outcomes or values) will be over-
looked (Popham, 1999).

To seriously link assessment to improved learning 
we need a massive investment in formative as-
sessment by teachers themselves. Sadly, LMTF 
added its loud voice to the resounding silence 
on teachers. There is no analysis of the present 
threats to the teaching profession and no analysis 
of the crucial role that teachers play in assessing 
and improving learning. Indeed the impression is 
given that talking about teachers is to focus on 
“inputs” when we should now be solely focused on 
“outcomes” - without seeing the self-evident con-
nections between these!

LMTF has raised some important issues but as we 
move towards setting a post-2015 development 
goal on education we need to have a much broader 
and more systematic process to build consensus 
on the future priorities. We need a holistic goal 
with indicators that will balance quality inputs, 
quality processes and a broad range of quality out-
comes (Education International, 2013).

This article first appeared in The Guardian Poverty 
Matters blog on 12th February 2014.
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Summary: As the post-2015 agenda is being set, it 
is important to stress the need for systems level 
integration of TVET in Sub-Saharan Africa as well 
as into the global learning metrics such that teach-
ers of TVET are oriented towards providing quali-
ty learning required of the 21st century workforce.

Introduction

Facilitating learning for the workplace is at the 
crux of the technical and vocational education 
and training (TVET) programmes in Sub-Saharan 
Africa countries. TVET has been acknowledged by 
most governments and international development 
agencies as being capable of providing the needed 
workforce for Sub-Saharan Africa. Unfortunately, 
TVET being part of the third goal of education for 
all has been the most neglected by most countries 
(EFA Global Monitoring Report (GMR) 2013/4). 
The reasons for the neglect of TVET range from 
systemic isolation, low reputation, lack of political 
will for proper funding, and inadequate measuring 
instruments. It is pertinent to note that the 2013/4 
EFA Global Monitoring Report has few mentions 
of TVET, in part, confirming the enormous isola-
tion of teaching and learning of workplace skills in 
the EFA (education for all) initiatives. The neglect 
of TVET in Sub-Saharan Africa is also manifested 
in the dearth of relevant statistics, and an army of 
unskilled and unemployable youth resulting from 
low quality learning. The 2012 EFA Global Monitor-
ing Report attested that progress on access has 
improved but that the quality of learning is still 
low. In response to the issue of quality learning, 
UNESCO through its Institute for Statistics (UIS) 
and the Centre for Universal Education (CUE) at 
the Brookings Institution has developed the glob-
al learning metrics (GLM). The proposed GLM has 
seven domains and corresponding sub-domains 
of learning, beginning in early childhood and ex-
tending through the transition to work and life 
namely,  Physical well-being, Social and emotional, 
Culture and the arts, Literacy and communication, 

Learning approaches and cognition, Numeracy 
and mathematics, Science and technology (LMTF, 
2013).

Challenges to GLM, TVET and Learning for All in 
Sub-Saharan African Countries  

The Global Learning Metrics (GLM) promises to 
add value to the educational efforts of Sub-Saha-
ran Africa countries. Its timing within the period 
of agenda-setting for the post-MDG, 2015 pro-
gramme is entirely appropriate. Unfortunately, 
the GLM does not explicitly include TVET but in-
cludes science & technology at the post primary 
level. Such exclusion will create a real integration 
challenge for TVET since policy makers and ad-
ministrators may not relate GLM readily to TVET. 
This further confirms the need for global integra-
tion of TVET into the mainstream educational sys-
tems. TVET has a technology component in most 
trades and it is offered at post-primary level and 
thus should be explicitly provided for in GLM. GLM 
will serve as a ready guide for experts to develop 
intervention programmes for the TVET program 
design, implementation and assessment of learn-
ing. The formal and non-formal types of TVET are 
already well structured and have had sustained re-
lationship with international educational systems 
in terms of transferability of credits and recogni-
tion of certificates.

These challenges in integrating GLM into TVET 
can hardly be met by the present crop of TVET 
teachers without targeted interventions on how 
to effectively facilitate learning, measure it and 
teach for lifelong learning. In addition, the TVET 
teacher education programmes have to be revised 
in order to be responsive to the demands of GLM 
such that the next generation of teachers would 
be able to attain the 21st century objectives of 
education and meet the post-2015 development 
goals. Newer contents on emotional intelligence, 
intercultural education, and computer skills are 
imperatives. Such agencies as UNESCO-UNEVOC 
can lend their voice and influence towards quality 
learning rather than just increased access to TVET.



68 norragnews 50

Furthermore, many Sub-Saharan African countries 
have several issues relating to integrating TVET 
into the mainstream education systems. Learning 
for all is incomplete if any aspect of education is 
not strategically provided for. Inadequate integra-
tion as well as isolation of TVET is reducing the 
cluster of learning experiences available to stu-
dents and contributing to the low reputation of the 
discipline. Students enrolled in TVET programmes 
have serious issues in transferring credits earned 
from different institutions. This situation certain-
ly affects students’ morale and adversely affects 
the returns on investing in TVET programmes. 
It should be noted that there are substantial 
differences and antecedents in the education-
al landscape of Sub-Saharan African countries. 
Governments are still influenced by their colonial 
histories and patterns of continued collaboration; 
and their TVET programmes are mostly modelled 
after these different Western models and hence 
until quite recently there has been no harmonized 
regional vocational qualification framework. In 
the event that there is harmonization of the TVET 
programmes in these different economic regions, 
teachers would have the additional challenge of 
ensuring that learning in one country would be of 
workplace relevance in another.  

Conclusion

The teacher is pivotal to the facilitation of learn-
ing in TVET programmes. Thus there should be 
increased commitments by governments and de-
velopment agencies on TVET teacher education 
as well as continuing professional development 
programmes. Examples abound where TVET 
teachers do not go for any continuing professional 
development programmes between initial recruit-
ment and retirement. In an era of rapid changes in 
technology, these teachers are doing a disservice 
to the aspiration of learning for all. Governments 
as well as development agencies should match 
words with funds and maximise the harmonisa-
tion of TVET procurement of instructional mate-
rials. For example, receiving equipment marked 
in metric and imperial systems from two donors 
for the same TVET system is likely going to cause 
instructional issues even if it seems convenient to 
the donors. Improving the quality of learning and 
teaching should be pivotal in taking decisions on 
effective implementation of TVET programmes. In 
the final analysis, efforts should be made toward 
TVET integration into the GLM and systems level 
mainstreaming of TVET in sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Summary: A group of NORRAG’s members with 
expertise in ‘teacher practice in developing coun-
tries’ has reported that teachers are teaching as 
their trainers behave (during their initial teaching 
training) rather than as they told them to teach.  
This article presents ten questions that may help 
teachers to keep improving their professional per-
formance through self-critical evaluations of their 
own practice

Education change has been ineffective because 
“students are not learning, or not learning enough”. 
Fortunately, specific questions have been able to 
introduce effective change in education in a couple 
of years. In this situation, the questions allowed us 
to look at relevant education problems from a new 
perspective. Unfortunately, it is not easy to reach 
agreement on the magnitude of these problems in 
a given social context. However, the questions de-
scribed in this contribution may illustrate possible 
issues that can trigger effective change.

Five unambiguous issues were analysed through 
the Chilean mass media 20 years ago and gener-
ated positive changes in three areas.  These are 
that in 1994-1996 the average teacher salary in-
creased to 1.7 times the national per capita aver-
age income; the school year increased from 600 
to 1000 hours per year; and most schools received 
computers and got access to internet. On the oth-
er hand, funds allocated for the other two issues 
were mismanaged. Textbooks were never tested 
in students and US$20 million for improving (tradi-
tional, frontal, passive, memorising) initial teacher 
training were allocated to projects that only gener-
ated cosmetic changes (such as names of courses, 
time trainees spend in schools and infrastructure). 

It is necessary to understand clearly and with cer-
tainty a relevant education problem for formu-

lating any very precise question. For example, it 
should be difficult for the reader of NN50 (who we 
assume is a good educator) to imagine the prob-
lems of being illiterate or living in a shantytown. 
Few members of the NORRAG group have had the 
experience of being an illiterate person or living in 
a slum settlement. Education authorities in devel-
oping countries have a similar difficulty to imag-
ine the learning processes that take place in poor 
schools, because most of them (and their children) 
attended private schools and had excellent early 
stimulation at home. 

Therefore, with Noel McGinn and a group of NOR-
RAG’s  members  - who profess that one of their ar-
eas of disciplinary interest and expertise is ‘teach-
er education’,  we explored teaching processes in 
different types of schools (see Schiefelbein and 
McGinn, 2013) and we got some hints about why 
some groups of students were not learning, or not 
learning enough.

The survey data suggest questions that would be 
useful to take into account for designing effective 
educational policies that would allow students to 
learn to use printed information to function in a 
modern society and to develop one’s knowledge 
and potential. For example, to start looking at an 
essential aspect of the writing (and reading) pro-
cess of learning, the question is:  How many pages 
of creative writing does the average primary stu-
dent write in the school year? 

If the figure is less than 20 to 30 pages in a year (as 
we found in the survey of teaching practices), fac-
tors limiting Creative Writing Class Work & Home-
work can be explored. For example, the amount 
of pages that the student writes in the year may 
be limited by lack of teachers’ time for checking 
homework or by poor ways to check it in class. Giv-
en that the more contact children have with books, 
the better readers they become, another relevant 
question is: What is the percentage of classrooms 
that have a shelf with some books that the stu-
dents take and read? 
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To appreciate the essential teaching problems the 
question may be more general: which is the main 
variable of John Carroll’s model that is limiting stu-
dents’ learning. This question can be completed by 
asking about the percentage of 4th or 5th grade 
classes working in small groups at least once per 
week or the percentage of class time the teacher 
uses to introduce content and explain the key top-
ics. 

Previous knowledge is a key constraint upon learn-
ing but is frequently forgotten. Its present impact 
can be estimated by asking: How many words 
make up the vocabulary of an average seven year 
old enrolled in a rural, urban-marginal or fee-pay-
ing private school?  Every child with a reduced vo-
cabulary needs a good teacher, especially in the 
early grades.  The question to test the allocation of 
teachers in each school is: To which grade does the 
average school assign its “best teacher for teach-
ing to read”?

To verify teachers’ knowledge about key research 
findings on classroom processes a good question 
is: Are there objective estimates of the impact of 
teacher expectation on student learning? Another 
relevant question is:   How accurate has the mea-
sure of such impact been? For exploring aware-
ness of recent research focused on reading, the 
question is: What is the minimum speed (in words 
per minute) that it should take to read a 12-word 
sentence (for the brain to have time to process the 
message)?

Accurate data about the classroom teaching pro-
cesses are the basis for identifying teaching prob-
lems and eventually designing effective strategies 
for improving students’ learning. The right strate-
gy may be long term (for example improving initial 
teacher training), midterm (for example testing of 
textbooks) or short term (for example allocation 
of best teachers to early grades or work in small 
groups). However, there is no silver bullet to solve 
all problems of an educational system.
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Summary: Contemporary research suggests that 
teachers in post-apartheid South Africa work in 
situations of uncertainty, complexity and instabil-
ity. The research gaze, we argue, should shift from 
context descriptions to reconstituted work condi-
tions.

Approximately twenty-five years ago, teaching in 
South Africa was a relatively stable profession. 
Teachers were trained with the certainty of know-
ing exactly what was required, who was being 
taught, what knowledge and skills mattered, what 
policies were in operation and how the system 
functioned. They went into schools, and knew the 
kinds of work that they were expected to perform. 
In post-apartheid South Africa, the scenario of rel-
ative certainty in education has changed to chron-
ic instability. Political machination has disturbed 
historical practices and many teachers continue 
to compare what was then to what is now. Nostal-
gia about the past has resulted in a teaching cadre 
that is unhappy, unsure, and lacking confidence, 
partly because it is difficult to cope with change, 
but more likely because the workplace, roles, and 
functions have been subverted and reconstituted, 
causing alienation within the profession, and the 
rupturing of teacher identities.  

Over time, and with changes in the political land-
scape, how teachers’ work is conceptualized, ac-
tivated and performed has also changed. Indeed, 
their roles have been re-scripted to coincide with 
frequently changing curriculum policies, political 
incoherence, and lofty community expectations. 
The cumulative impact is uncertainty about the 
nature of teachers’ work: what Morrow (2007) re-
fers to as the material elements of teachers’ work 
which cannot be explicitly described. Similarly, in 
relation to skills and knowledge, Eraut (1994) used 
the iceberg metaphor to convey the idea that tac-
it knowledge is not readily available and visible; 
what lies beneath is larger and, perhaps, more im-
portant than that which is explicit.  

An unforgiving state of education in most parts of 
South Africa is, undoubtedly, also part of the prob-
lem relating to the emergence of scathing descrip-
tions of teachers and the work they do. In the words 
of Bloch (2010) education is in a “toxic” state. The 
problems are both structural and systemic. Many 
attempts have been made, including a policy fetish 
driving incessant curriculum restructuring and a 
plethora of teacher development programmes, to 
improve teaching and learning in schools. These 
have had limited success in scattered pockets and, 
in other instances, existing complexities and com-
plications are deepening. Teachers are crucial to a 
functional system and there is much evidence that 
those who work in schools are unhappy, resulting 
in unacceptable attrition rates of early career 
teachers (Pitsoe & Machaisa, 2012). 

The challenge is how to prepare teachers for the 
complexities and challenges they face in an educa-
tional landscape that has increased teachers’ work 
in the classroom without a concomitant increase 
in levels of fulfilment or discernible impact on stu-
dent success. The new performativity discourse 
presumes a linear relationship between well-es-
tablished educational infrastructure, profession-
ally trained teachers and quality of outcomes. It 
does not take into account the different levels of 
complexity in which new policies emerge in post-
colonial societies. It also does not adequately ac-
count for the unequal educational contexts that 
South Africa inherited from apartheid (Amin & 
Ramrathan 2009). 

A myriad of quality enhancement interventions 
and evaluations sponsored by the state, NGOs and 
corporates have failed to interrupt the cycle of 
underperformance. Consistently, these initiatives 
have reinforced with sickening regularity, a famil-
iar deficit discourse without illuminating the con-
ditions and prescripts for vestiges of functionality. 
What we know about teachers’ work is crafted and 
framed within this deficit discourse. We endeavor 
to understand academic excellence by research-
ing student failure. We lavish valuable resources 
and intellectual energy on studying dysfunctional 
educational contexts with the naïve optimism that 
the gaze will provide answers to what works.
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We cannot and should not abandon the gaze 
on dysfunctionality, but we desperately need 
to shift the gaze to researching exceptionality 
(Dhunpath, 2013) – to those institutions that have 
triumphed against historical disadvantage and 
contextual impediments – not to romanticize and 
glorify the exceptional, but to expose teachers to 
alternative realities and new opportunities - to 
turn the pervasive pedagogy of despair to a ped-
agogy of possibility. 

A redefined gaze also means that teachers can no 
longer be passive subjects of enquiry. They have 
to become active participants in and of their en-
quiry in ways that make them relevant, coherent 
with the shifting landscape of education, imbued 
with competencies to cope with uncertainty, 
complexity and diversity. Research on teachers’ 
work can no longer be an intellectual curiosity 
and the preserve of academics and researchers. 
Research institutes and agencies that concep-
tualise and fund empirical work on teachers and 
teaching environments would do well to concede 
this and embrace it as an imperative. 
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Summary: Teaching in contexts like Tanzania of-
ten resembles the transmission of a sacred text, 
with curriculum content being transcribed and 
repeated verbatim. This pedagogy is remarkably 
resistant to change. Are over-ambitious curricula 
partly to blame for entrenching a culture of rote 
learning?

Working as a teacher and in teacher training in Tan-
zania at the turn of the millennium, I was struck by 
the resilience of the incumbent culture of teaching 
and learning in the face of an onslaught of teacher 
training, new curricular materials and other inter-
ventions all promoting the adoption of “partici-
patory teaching methodology”. Teachers would 
enthusiastically participate in training activities 
involving groups working on different training ex-
ercises at the same time. But when I asked them 
informally if they would consider using this meth-
od in class, they laughed and said that it would be 
impossible, as different students would learn dif-
ferent things. 

In my own science classes, I would work together 
with the students in a participatory way to devel-
op a description or definition of a scientific term; 
so the wording of the notes I gave would differ 
from one class to another.  But when it came to 
the exams, any question that included that term 
would be answered by students from all classes 
with a common definition, or at least with a set of 
words that had similar phonetics and intonation 
to the “correct” definition. The “correct” definition 
often bore no resemblance to the wording we had 
used in class, nor was it in the official textbook 
(which espoused participatory techniques; so did 
not provide rote definitions).  So where did it come 
from? I eventually uncovered the “yellow pages”: 
hand-written notes passed on from teacher to 
teacher, student to student, generation to gener-
ation. These notes served as the most authorita-
tive text, and were treated with an almost sacred 
reverence, transcribed and repeated with unques-
tioning acceptance and without (intentional) alter-

ation. They were written in the format of examina-
tion questions and answers. My ad hoc class notes 
produced through participatory methodology did 
not pass muster, and students turned to the yellow 
pages when studying for exams.

In my PhD thesis (Wedgwood, 2007) I speculated 
that this often tacit, but “sacred text” had gained 
authority partly as a result of the gap between the 
aspirations to have a ‘modern’ education system 
with ‘proper’ science and taught in English using 
‘modern’ methodology, and the reality of a sys-
tem where students and some teachers struggled 
to understand basic English, and where schools 
lacked books and equipment.  Reliance on a sacred 
text was in part a survival strategy that enabled 
students (and teachers) who lacked access to 
knowledge- due to lack of books, experience and 
literacy in English, to memorise sentences and 
phrases that could be reproduced in lessons and 
examinations. However, transmitting this sacred 
text had become part of an entrenched underlying 
culture of teaching and learning that was difficult 
to shift through teacher training, new textbooks or 
new teaching and learning materials. 

This aspiration-reality gap is epitomised by cur-
ricula that race ahead of the rate of learning of 
the majority of students, and force students and 
teachers worldwide to revert to reliance on sacred 
texts: from ”this is a pen” to “relativity is the de-
pendence of physical phenomena on the relative 
motion of the observer and the observed.” Learn-
ing becomes equated with the ability to reproduce 
the sacred text rather than the ability to under-
stand, analyse, apply and manipulate new knowl-
edge. The result is that a large proportion of stu-
dents learn very little (Pritchett and Beatty, 2012). 

Attempts to improve learning outcomes in low in-
come countries often look to the top performers 
in international achievement tests, which are of-
ten the most well resourced systems in the world. 
Whilst valuable lessons can be learned from these 
top performers, attempts to transplant their prac-
tices and pedagogies directly into low-income 
contexts may be doomed to failure if they do not 
address the underlying cultures of teaching and 
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learning. At worst, transplanting new pedagogies 
can widen the aspiration-reality gap even further, 
perpetuating the conservative culture of teaching 
and learning that the new pedagogies were de-
signed to overcome.
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Summary: In 2005, partly in response to the de-
sire to “re-professionalise” its teaching profes-
sion, Indonesia adopted a Teacher and Lecturer 
Law which provided a comprehensive, clearly 
defined package of reforms of teacher manage-
ment and development mechanisms and institu-
tions.  Although the additional education required 
by teachers to become certified under the Law 
resulted in some positive student outcomes, the 
fact of certification and the doubling of income 
that accompanied it did not.  A number of quality 
assurance mechanisms meant to support this pro-
cess are only now being put in place which, when 
fully functioning, have the potential to realise 
some of the original goals of the Law.

In all regions of the world, the role of the teach-
er in providing an education of good quality is 
considered increasingly critical.  It is the teach-
er who must use more student-centred, active 
teaching-learning techniques to deliver a relevant 
curriculum; who, in the context of ever more pow-
erful calls for decentralised, school-based man-
agement, must promote community support for 
the school; who must demonstrate both strong 
ethical principles and good practice; and, ulti-
mately, who must motivate students, ensure their 
health and safety, and help them learn what they 
want to – and need to – learn.  

These varied roles for teachers are especially im-
portant in Indonesia.  With close to three million 
teachers – from kindergarten through academic 
and vocational secondary education; in public, pri-
vate, and Islamic schools; and with both civil ser-
vice and temporary contract status – Indonesia 
has one of the largest and most diverse cadres 
of teachers in the world.  How it is attempting to 
“re-professionalise” the teaching profession by 
reforming its teacher management and develop-
ment system and the teacher education institu-
tions and processes which produce its teachers – 
and the kind of impact this reform has been having 

on the quality of education and on the outcomes of 
its learners -- are therefore of great importance to 
the nation’s future development.

Indonesia’s answer to these challenges was the 
pioneering Teacher and Lecturer Law No. 14 of 
2005 which laid out the roles and responsibilities 
of teachers as well as the strategies needed to 
improve their quality and welfare in support of the 
earlier Education Law of 2003.  The Teacher Law, 
as it is known, outlined the competencies required 
of teachers in four areas (pedagogic, personal, so-
cial, and professional) and their incorporation into 
national teacher standards, the role of various 
Ministry units and agencies in helping teachers 
reach these competencies, the teacher certifi-
cation process and the qualification required for 
such certification, and the conditions under which 
teachers could receive special and professional 
allowances.  

A key reform was the requirement that all teach-
ers must be officially “certified”. The resulting 
certification process mandated the completion 
of a four-year degree with a post-graduate pro-
fessional qualification in the practical pedagogy 
of the subject to be taught. Successful teachers 
received a professional allowance to double their 
income.

The Law also raised important issues concerning 
teacher management and development which 
required further consideration: continuous pro-
fessional development and its link to promotion 
and salary increments, teacher performance ap-
praisal, and the role of principals in instructional 
leadership.  In other words, the Teacher Law pro-
vided a comprehensive, clearly defined package of 
reforms that established an ambitious agenda for 
improving the national education system. 

The World Bank Office in Jakarta, with the Ministry 
of Education and Culture, subsequently coordinat-
ed a wide range of research projects and program 
support activities that describe and analyse the 
design, implementation, and impact of this agenda 
(Chang et al., 2013).   One was an intensive analysis 
of teaching methods and student outcomes in 8th 
grade mathematics based on classrooms involved 
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in two subsequent TIMSS studies.  An impact as-
sessment of student learning outcomes as a result 
of the certification program supported many of 
the conclusions of the TIMSS. The conclusions of 
these analyses included the following:

•	 The students of certified teachers did not 
have better learning outcomes than students 
of non-certified teachers, showing that cer-
tification alone, and the doubling of income 
that went with it, had not generally improved 
teacher quality. This was largely due to the 
fact that in the early years of the reform, due 
to political considerations, certification for 
many teachers was based not on the original 
design of competency testing but rather on 
the assessment of teacher-assembled port-
folios of their experience.  In addition, virtual-
ly all teachers who had to take extra training 
beyond the portfolio passed the subsequent 
competency test; in other words, almost all 
teachers in the certification queue were suc-
cessful.  (Although the portfolio process has 
now been abandoned in favour of competen-
cy testing for all, most applicants still suc-
ceed in the certification process.)

•	 There was also no difference in the subject 
matter and pedagogy assessment scores of 
certified and uncertified teachers, indicating 
that this process itself did not increase com-
petency or differentiate teachers in terms of 
quality. 

•	 However, the studies did show a strong re-
lationship between teacher knowledge (in 
both subject matter and pedagogy) and stu-
dent learning outcomes. This was due largely 
to the requirement that all teachers obtain 
a four-year degree before certification. In 
other words, additional training did improve 
quality; certification and additional income 
did not.

•	 The attraction of certification and a higher 
income has resulted in a large increase in 
the number and quality of secondary school 
graduates entering teacher education facul-
ties in Indonesian universities.

•	 The wide range of quality assurance mech-
anisms meant to be an integral part of the 
reform – the development of teacher compe-
tency standards, better systems of recruiting 
and training head teachers and supervisors, 
and a systematic process of teacher induc-

tion, mentoring, probation, and perfor-
mance appraisal – is only now being put 
in place rather than earlier in the process 
where it would have been more useful.  
The expectation is that when these mech-
anisms are operating as planned, the ef-
ficiency and effectiveness of the teacher 
reform process will increase.

•	 Finally, the cost of the teacher reform 
(especially payment of the profession-
al allowance) has burgeoned – and will 
continue to do so -- and thus significant 
cost-saving strategies will be needed, es-
pecially in regard to greater efficiency in 
the deployment of teachers. 
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Summary: The time meant for learning in primary 
schools of South Sudan is wasted. Teachers spend 
most of the time meant for teaching on marking 
learners’ books; and learners, if at all present, 
spend the time meant for learning on copying 
meaningless text from chalkboard to copybooks. 
Who is at fault?  

In the recent years, governments, donors, develop-
ment partners, teachers and most of the world’s 
parents have been advocating for children to be 
enrolled in school, but is that enough? What if chil-
dren are enrolled, but not learning? 

In the modern South Sudan, late enrolment, no en-
rolment, and school drop-outs are common, and 
penalties for non-attendance are not imposed on 
parents and guardians. For every hundred prima-
ry-age children, only 62 get enrolled in school. Out 
of those 62 children, 21 drop-out before they reach 
grade 2, and only 17 stay at school till grade 8. How 
many of those 17 children that reach grade 8 learn 
relevant skills for the South Sudan labour market 
nobody measures, but many claim that it is few 
(RSS, 2012).

The teacher challenge in South Sudan is great and 
starts with an inadequate number of teachers. 
There is a need for about 35,000 primary school 
teachers, but only 13,261 teachers are trained. 
Those who are currently working as teachers 
(28,029 teachers and untrained teachers) are 
poorly paid and often paid with delays (RSS, 2012). 
Paradoxically, teachers are unable to meet the 
cost of educating their own children; so they seek 
additional employment. This contributes to teach-
er absence, and to teacher demotivation to enter 
the classroom (World Bank, 2012). 

Only few teachers who report for duty spend their 
time in classroom and teaching. Most sit in the 
staffroom or under a mango tree marking learn-
ers’ books. Those teachers who are in the class-
rooms spend most of their time copying text from 

textbooks to the chalkboard and tasking learners 
to memorise the text by copying it to their co-
py-books which are then collected for marking, 
on which teachers are reported to spend up to 15 
hours a week (GESS, 2014). 

Recent distribution of free textbooks and supple-
mentary readers lowering the student-textbook 
ratio from 60:1 to circa 2:1 did not help in changing 
the classroom practice, as teachers prefer to keep 
the textbooks safe in the storerooms rather than 
expose them to the dusty hands of learners (DFID, 
2013). It is not easy for teachers to realise the in-
effectiveness and inefficiency of the teaching pro-
cess they offer to the learners as nobody challeng-
es the current practice or models more effective 
learning approaches. 

Fellow teachers are not tasked to observe and 
provide feedback to each-other, and head-teach-
ers spend much of their time in their offices deal-
ing with paper-work, receiving visitors and report-
ing statistical data to school supervisors (GESS, 
2014). 

School supervisors, often without any teaching 
experience, at most offer schools a liaison service 
rather than a pedagogical challenge. Their main 
job seems to be delivery of circulars to schools, 
collecting EMIS data and reporting it to the higher 
levels of the local government.  

Local government, with capacity of up to five men, 
tries to manage the education delivery to some 60 
schools in their locality, all without vehicles, lim-
ited operational budget, and with overwhelming 
amounts of paper-work and demands from devel-
opment partners and upper-levels of the govern-
ment (GESS, 2013).

Upper levels of the government hardly have any 
understanding of what it is like to be a teacher, who 
works with some 80 learners at a time, without 
suitable teaching and learning materials and of-
ten on an empty stomach; and therefore chooses 
to deal with daily office challenges (which include 
lack of transport, lack of electricity, bureaucracy, 
lack of communication, paper-work and managing 
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visitors), rather than making education available 
to learners. By the end of the working day, the time 
of the government is spent on dealing with paper, 
the time of the teacher is spent on marking pa-
pers, and the time of the learner is spent on copy-
ing words to paper. The time for learning the pow-
er of words to challenge, innovate and transform 
is exchanged for time for mere schooling (GESS, 
2014a).  
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Summary: As the post-2015 development agen-
da considers global goals for education quality, 
teachers have moved to the center of a debate 
around teaching and learning policies. Teachers 
themselves, however, are often excluded from 
the conversations in which key policy decisions 
are made. This exclusion at both the national and 
international level divorces education policies 
from local realities, preventing the achievement 
of learning for all. Teachers and educators must 
reclaim the conversation on education by engag-
ing in the political process to influence national 
and global reform agendas. 

As the MDGs are set to expire, the internation-
al community has placed education high on the 
priority list for a post-2015 development agenda. 
While the current push for “Education for All” has 
been tied to education access, it’s clear that post-
2015 education goals will address issues of quali-
ty. This shift in discourse and policy priorities has 
engaged multilateral institutions, donors, policy-
makers, national actors, and local educators—all 
with competing interests—in a globalized process 
of negotiating what it means for children to learn 
while they are in school. As global discourse shifts, 
teachers have moved to the center of a heated 
policy debate about what leads to student learn-
ing and how that learning should be measured. Yet 
their voices are largely absent from this debate.

In order to understand teacher voices on the inter-
national policy stage, it’s important to first con-
sider education policymaking at the country level. 
National governments are already undergoing am-
bitious educational reforms as part of their own 
development agendas. In most cases, extensive 
strategic planning processes have been imple-
mented to reach a set number of policy priorities 
for reform efforts. As decisions are made at the 
national level, teachers themselves are rarely con-
sulted and, when involved, are unlikely to have the 

political power to influence final policy decisions. 
Thus national policies are often divorced from 
local realities, especially as they pertain to class-
room-level barriers to teaching and learning. 

International policy priorities—particularly as 
enacted by donor agencies—often narrow these 
reform agendas even further, pressuring countries 
to funnel limited resources to the achievement 
(and measurement) of globally defined goals. 
These goals and metrics are often even more di-
vorced from local realities. Countries should have 
the autonomy to make decisions about desired 
educational outcomes, to identify the characteris-
tics of quality teaching and learning, and to define 
the ways in which teaching and learning processes 
should be measured. Despite efforts to be inclu-
sive, however, dialogues to shape the post-2015 
development agenda often reach the country-lev-
el having already made key decisions. These deci-
sions build a framework within which national poli-
cymakers must fit their own reform priorities. 

Even in cases where national policymakers feel 
ownership in the post-2015 process, voices rep-
resented in these consultations are limited. The 
voices of top decision-makers and experts, rather 
than those at the frontline of education practice, 
have access to the conversation. The “real story” 
of educational cultures and contexts is thus ob-
scured by the exclusion of teacher voices at two 
distinct levels of negotiation: national and interna-
tional policymaking. 

Education cannot be removed from its political 
location within societies around the world. Teach-
ing-and-Learning is as much about the develop-
ment of citizens as it is about academic develop-
ment; it is an inherently political process. As such, 
educators must contest the ways in which global 
and national politics are at odds with local needs, 
thus reclaiming the conversation on education in 
order to truly achieve shared visions of education 
quality and learning for all.
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Summary: Centuries old esteem for teachers in 
Korea has been threatened particularly due to re-
cent challenges from neo-liberal market-oriented 
trends in education reform. Although the pressure 
from the state and the market is somewhat weak-
ened since the new government took up office one 
year ago, Korean teachers are facing a difficult 
task of re-inventing the past pride and prestige 
bestowed upon the vocation of teaching.

Confucius (551-479, BC), the great philosopher of 
ancient China, emphasized the foremost impor-
tance of joyous learning, filial piety, and loyalty 
to the king. It had incarnated in medieval Korea 
the teaching about the trinity of king, teacher, 
and father, meaning each of them to be equally 
respected and loved. The tradition persists even 
today as all of the Korean teachers, parents, and 
society are aware of it, and it is frequently quoted 
in public speeches, talks, and writings. No typical 
Korean student would complete his or her school 
years without hearing at least once about the Trin-
ity from teachers or parents. Definitely, the Trinity 
helps in achieving the highest salary level for Ko-
rean teachers of any in OECD member countries, 
achieving one of the highest scores in OECD PISA 
by their dedicated teaching, obtaining the high 
level diplomas, such as MAs, protecting a lifetime 
employment until the mandated retirement age at 
62. Thus, the best quality young minds are consis-
tently attracted to the teaching profession.

In November 2013 the Ministry of Education an-
nounced a policy proposal to introduce a choice of 
reduced office hours for teachers. The gist of the 
plan is that a teacher can retain his or her regular 
teacher status, neither a part time nor a tempo-
rary employment, until retirement while working 
at reduced hours, such as some 20 hours a week 
with rearranged salary scale negotiated with 
school management. Needless to say, like any oth-
er previous proposals for school reform in Korea, 
the plan provoked heated debates about the pros 
and cons. Arguably, the MOE expects to utilize the 

time slots and the money saved from the reduced 
work plan to hire new entrants so as to mitigate 
the political and social pressure of youth unem-
ployment that now is one of the prime concerns 
of the government and the ruling party. Also, the 
mounting demand from working mothers to have 
more time for child care seems to be one of the 
undercurrents of the proposed policy. 

Among the opposing voices raised high, one ar-
ticulates that the plan is against the caring na-
ture of teaching profession. It says that teachers 
should stay in school long enough to maintain ed-
ucational and emotional contacts with children, 
assist their school life, guide their learning and 
growing, and etc. Like a father or a king, a teacher 
should care for his or her beloved subjects. In one 
respect, that repercussion seems to illustrate an 
anti-neo-liberal sentiment of teachers. Indeed, 
during the previous government which had very 
much emphasized applying market principles 
to school reforms, teachers had an uneasy time 
coping with the “humiliating” teacher evaluation 
policy, opposing the increase of part-time irreg-
ular employment, competing with private tutors 
in cramming institutes, and the like. Resentment 
still runs high against the neo-liberal economic 
policy that regards teachers as ordinary workers 
in the labor market. 

By and large, across many countries, neo-liberal 
frenzy in the name of education reform seems 
to have dwindled. But in Korea specters of the 
neo-liberal threat are still lingering particular-
ly among teachers who believed that they were 
hurt in self esteem and morale by these reckless 
teacher policies. It is understandable that Kore-
an teachers are alerted by the specter, but it will 
not be likely that the Trinity will be completely 
restored as it had been a norm centuries before.  
Simply, too many things have been changed from 
that era, - perhaps crossing the bridge of no re-
turn. Still, Korean teachers should re-invent the 
proud vocation of teaching by posing a balance 
among the school, the state, and the market. 
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Summary: Proverbs and axioms provide us with 
another window into how teachers are perceived 
in different cultures. They capture views about 
teachers that may not be part of formal teacher 
training syllabi, but are nevertheless insightful.

There are two different kinds of understandings 
about teaching evident in this issue of NORRAG 
News. First is the powerful evidence from John 
Hattie after examining half-a-million studies of 
what makes a difference to pupils in education. 
He concludes ‘excellence in teaching is the single 
most powerful influencer of achievement’ (Rob-
erts, 2014:33). The second is that there is a wide 
variety of cultures and contexts of teaching. Very 
powerful here, and much harder to measure, is, for 
example, the conviction by the teacher that he or 
she believed you had it in you to make it. The impact 
and experience of this belief by the teacher in the 
student’s ability to do well are critical to any notion 
of teacher excellence. This belief is reinforced by 
many sayings and axioms about teaching.

‘You only need to have a single teacher who be-
lieves in you for there to be a major impact on your 
education thereafter’ (1).  This is not an axiom, but 
perhaps it captures the experience of many, many 
pupils, explaining which subject/s they excel in, 
what field they pursue in university, and even what 
kind of job they aspire to.

In a very strong form it appears in the Chinese 
proverb: ‘Even if someone is your teacher for only 
a day, you should regard him like your father for the 
rest of your life.’ In other words, the relationship of 
pupil to teacher is very special, almost unique.

The same very powerful special relationship is 
captured in the frequently quoted ‘trinity’ of ‘King, 
Teacher and Father’ in South Korea (B. Chung, this 
issue). Even if the trinity is not as strong today, it 
continues to appear in speeches and writing. Al-
most no student could finish school without hear-
ing it.

The trinity is clearly male-dominated, and the em-

phasis is on the need to offer respect, including to 
the teacher. Thus, again in South Korea, this is cap-
tured by the saying: ‘Don’t even step on the shad-
ow of your teacher when accompanying him but 
following some steps behind him.’ (ibid). This may 
parallel the use of the term ‘dominie’ for teacher in 
Scotland in earlier years. The term comes from the 
Latin, meaning ‘lord’ or ‘master’.

In Laos, the teachers extend this respect to the 
children, and they in turn take on responsibility as 
seen here: ‘It is interesting to note that the children 
are addressed formally, as ‘miss’ or ‘master’ and 
that they behave as ‘school’ children e.g. starting 
the lesson even when the teacher isn’t there, ex-
plaining to the weaker children and sharing books 
etc’ (Emblen, this issue).

There are other sayings that emphasise the 
non-cognitive dimensions of commitment, ded-
ication, or vocation, in the original sense of the 
word (calling). Thus the proverb: ‘A good teacher 
is like a candle-it consumes itself to light the way 
for others’ has an almost religious feel to it.  So too 
does the Chinese verb: ‘Teachers are engineers of 
human souls’.1  This recognition that the teacher’s 
personal commitment to the children or students 
is crucial to learning may help to explain the paren-
tal interest, in some countries, in religious schools 
and universities. The notion that the teacher has, 
almost like a monk or a nun, chosen to take on a life 
of poverty may help to explain the meaning behind 
the very striking South Korean saying: ‘Dogs even 
do not eat teachers’ dung, because it has nothing in 
it for nutrition.’ This has been explained by Chung in 
terms of traditional teacher self-sacrifice: ‘When 
the old saying was formed, I think, it included an 
aspect of teachers’ life, a stoic abstinence of ma-
terial well-being, refraining from having good or 
luxurious meals, a stingy habit of doing things me-
ticulously, and the like’2. 

Reflecting on these sayings, and on other popular 
convictions such as the very widespread teacher 

1  Li Wei, also a contributor to NN50, has sent me a num-

ber of Chinese proverbs about  teachers.

2  Bong-Gun Chung to KK, 27th April 2014.
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belief in parts of East Asia that pupil effort will re-
sult in achievement, we can perhaps suggest that 
in addition to the eminently sensible ten recom-
mendations carried by the GMR 2013/4 for unlock-
ing teacher potential, we add ‘Understand better 
the different cultures and contexts of teaching’. 
The present ten recommendations are prefaced 
by these verbs: ‘fill’, ‘attract’, ‘train’, ‘prepare’, ‘get’, 
‘use’, ‘improve’, ‘equip’, ‘develop’, and ‘provide’. What 
may be missing are verbs such as ‘understand’, 
‘analyse’, ‘listen’, and ‘research’.
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Summary: The gender difference in education 
achievement has become an international phe-
nomenon. The Sultanate of Oman is one of the 
countries which faces this challenge. Girls on aver-
age consistently outscore boys on all measures of 
students’ achievement and the size of the average 
difference is substantial by almost all estimates 
(Ministry of Education, 2010). Boys’ underachieve-
ment has had its impact on enrolment in higher 
education and the change in the composition of 
skills’ supply in labour market. A comprehensive 
well-designed study needs to be conducted to 
identify the nature and factors behind this gender 
gap in educational achievement.

The gender difference in education achievement 
has become an international phenomenon. Gibb, 
Fergusson & Horwood (2008) pointed out that 
over the last decade there has been evidence of a 
gender gap in educational achievement in a num-
ber of developed countries. Educational statistics 
have indicated that females are out-performing 
males at all levels of the school system, attaining 
more school and post-school qualifications, and 
attending university in higher numbers.

There have been a large number of explanations 
for the origins of gender differences in education 
achievement. The higher rate of under achieve-
ment in males can be explained by gender dif-
ferences in classroom behaviours with males 
being more prone to disruptive and inattentive 
classroom behaviours that appear to impede 
learning and lead to an educational disadvantage 
(Fergusson & Horwood 1997). Gibb, Fergusson, & 
Horwood (2008) refer to an explanation by De-
lamont which claims that teaching and schooling 
have become feminized, which has led to a lack of 
male teachers to act as academic role models for 
boys, a lack of toughness in discipline, a rejection 
of competition, and a bias towards feminism in 

curriculum materials.

The Sultanate of Oman is one of the countries that 
faces the challenge of gender differences in edu-
cational achievement. In line with the EFA goals, 
the Omani Government is committed to equal op-
portunities for education access by providing ed-
ucation for all children, by confirming every child’s 
right to education, and by providing free access to 
schooling for all children. This equal opportunity 
for boys and girls has resulted in women making 
up the majority of the teaching force, and women 
also hold many senior positions like ministers, di-
rectors generals, and professors in the universi-
ties as well as members of Parliament. 

Like other countries, Oman’s education system 
is composed of basic and post-basic levels. Basic 
education is made up of cycle one (grades 1- 4) and 
cycle two (grades 5-10), and is designed to provide 
unified grade 1-10 programs for all school–age 
children to improve learning outcomes through 
the curriculum and text books. The boys and girls 
are separated in cycle two. The post-basic educa-
tion (grades 11-12) system is designed to prepare 
students for life after school; to enter higher edu-
cation or for entry into the labour market. 

At both cycles of basic education, boys and girls 
have high general enrolment rates (GER) of close 
to 100 percent. At the post-basic education level, 
however, boys have a higher GER. The students 
flow rates through the system are similar for boys 
and girls. The entry rate to grade 1 and completion 
of grade 4 are approximately the same for boys 
and girls. The transition rate between the levels 
of education is also the same for boys and girls. 
The gender disparity index (GPI) reached about 
(99) in basic education and (92) in post-basic edu-
cation in 2008/009 (Ministry of Education, 2010). 
Although the boys and girls have equal opportuni-
ties and similar enrolment rates, girls on average 
consistently outscore boys on all measures of 
student achievement. The size of the average dif-
ference is substantial by almost all comparisons 
(Ministry of Education, 2010).
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In the school leaving examination (General Edu-
cation Diploma) in 2012-2013, the results for can-
didates show that the pass rate for girls (83 per-
cent) was almost twice that of boys (43 percent). 
The Ministry of Education carried out a national 
assessment among a sample of students from 
grades 4, 7 and 10 between 2007 and 2008. In all 
these grades the girls outperformed boys in all 
subjects by very substantial margins (Ministry of 
Education, 2010).

Oman also participated in the Trends in Interna-
tional Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) in 
2007 and 2011. In 2007, girls outperformed boys in 
Mathematics by 54 points, the largest differenc-
es between genders among the 48 participant 
countries. In science, girls outperformed boys by 
61 points, making Oman the country with the third 
largest score differences between girls and boys 
(Ministry of Education, 2010).

Another source to measure students learning 
achievement is teacher rating. The teachers tend 
to award girls higher rating in both cycles (1 and 2) 
of basic education. For example in 2008/2009 the 
percentage of girls getting an A or B rating was 
greater than boys by 14 percentage points - both 
in mathematics and science (Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2010).

This under-achievement for boys has impacts on 
enrolment in higher education. Females are more 
than males among new students in higher educa-
tion, among enrolled students in higher education, 
and among higher education graduates. Females 
comprise 59 percent of the total new student in-
take, 56 percent of total enrolled students in high-
er education institutions, and 57 percent of grad-
uates from higher education (Ministry of Higher 
Education, 2011). 

Boys’ under-achievement is a multidimensional 
problem, which extends beyond the education 
system. One of its impacts is to change the com-
position of skills supply for the labour market. 
The jobs requiring high skills will be occupied by 
females while the low skilled jobs will go to males. 
At the same time there are jobs which require high 
skills but are not preferred by females, like work-
ing in the oil fields in the desert. This leads to a 
shortage in the supply of high skilled labour force. 

Looking at some of the factors that are asso-
ciated with gender differences in educational 
achievement internationally, it seems they do 
not apply in the case of Oman. For example, the 

teaching and schooling are not feminized in Oman. 
In grade 5 to 12 the girls and boys have separate 
schools and the teachers in boys’ school are all 
male. It seems that one of the factors behind the 
boys’ underachievement is that girls tend to use 
their time outside of school more constructively 
than boys, for example by reading for enjoyment 
or doing homework (Ministry of Education, 2010). 

The boys’ underachievement represents one of 
the major threats to education quality in the Sul-
tanate of Oman and in the long term may under-
mine national competitiveness and productivity 
(Ministry of Education, 2010). Unfortunately, 
there is a lack of research in Oman to find out the 
factors behind the boy’s underachievement; so a 
comprehensive well-designed study needs to be 
conducted to identify the nature and factors be-
hind the gender gap in educational achievement 
in Oman.
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Summary: Malaysia continues to introduce edu-
cational innovations to improve the quality of ed-
ucation. The Clusters of Excellence Policy (CoEP) 
is one such effort. This paper discusses the issues 
and challenges of implementing the policy at an 
Orang Asli school in Malaysia.

 

By the year 2020, Malaysia aspires to become a ful-
ly developed and industrialised nation based on its 
own model. Towards this end, education is seen as 
a vehicle to transition the nation from an industrial 
economy to a knowledge-based one. Over the last 
five decades, major educational policy shifts have 
been witnessed in Malaysia. This is reflected in 
the various education development plans such as 
the Education Development Master Plan (EDMP) 
2006-2010 and the Malaysia Education Blueprint 
2013-2025 which drew on many sources of input 
from the World Bank, UNESCO, OECD, and results 
from PISA and TIMSS to achieve parity with the 
global development of education. One of the many 
educational innovations towards improving the 
quality of education of the nation outlined in these 
education blueprints is the establishment of the 
‘clusters of excellent schools’ with the aim of ac-
celerating “excellence in educational institutions 
by building on niche areas in academic disciplines, 
co-curricular and sports” so that they can become 
models for benchmarking (MoEM, 2009, p. 50). The 
discussion here focuses on the development and 
implementation of this programme at an Orang 
Asli school in Malaysia. 

The clusters of excellent schools or the Clusters 
of Excellence Policy (CoEP) was mooted by the 
former Education Minister, Hishamuddin Hussein 
in 2006. To date, there are a total of 170 schools un-
der this programme. Each school is provided with a 
special funding of RM500,000 (USD150,000) and 
a certain degree of autonomy to develop, advance 
and sustain their niche areas. The Orang Asli school 
studied here was established on a 299-hectares 
aborigines’ reserved land in a remote area in the 

southern part of West Malaysia. It is populated by 
about 300 people from 65 families. Traditionally, 
the aborigines engaged in various forms of forest 
utilisation activities. But as a result of their re-
settlement, most are now wage earners involved 
in permanent agriculture such as rubber, oil palm, 
cocoa and fruit trees (Noor, 2012). There is only one 
primary school here with a total of 53 students. 
They are under the care of 17 teachers (yes, really) 
and 3 non-academic staff. The school has identi-
fied three niche areas: English language, aquatic 
and Orang Asli traditional culture and herbal med-
icines.

The impact of the funding can be seen in terms 
of activities carried out in each niche area. For in-
stance, some of the money was used to improve 
the language laboratory to provide students with 
other options of learning English. Similarly, through 
the special allocation, students were able to prac-
tise swimming at a public swimming pool in town 
twice every fortnight. The money also allowed the 
school to purchase materials that helped trans-
form the school’s backyard into a comprehensive 
herbal medicine garden. There was also a marked 
increase in the percentage of passes in English 
language Primary School Assessment Test (UPSR) 
from 0% before the school was included in the 
Clusters of Excellence to 42.86% a year later 
(Noor, 2012).

Technically, the CoEP paints a promising picture 
in that it allows schools to be flexible in the areas 
of school management, human resource manage-
ment, financial and physical management, the 
management and implementation of curriculum, 
and the management and implementation of ex-
tra-curricular activities. However, the Orang Asli 
school faces difficulties in the implementation of 
the CoEP as although it is given a certain degree 
of autonomy, it is required to adhere to the Educa-
tion Act of 1996, rules and regulations governing 
the Malaysian civil servants, Financial Procedure 
Act of 1957, and various other circulars distribut-
ed periodically. Furthermore, the complexity of 
procedures and redundancy of processes in pur-
chasing equipment, requesting specialist teachers 
and sending reports to various agencies within the 
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Ministry of Education also make it difficult for the 
school to reap the full benefits of being included 
in the clusters of excellent schools.  For instance, 
although the CoEP intends to provide ‘cluster 
schools’ with the power to ‘hire and fire’, in reality, 
the authority with such power has been (and still 
is) the Commission of Education Service (Govern-
ment of Malaysia, 1996). To date, there have been 
no changes made in the legislation to allow for 
these practices to be devolved to schools.

The government of Malaysia should be com-
mended for its continuous efforts to improve the 
nation’s system of education. To a certain extent, 
the CoEP enables schools to further enhance their 
academic and co-curricular excellence through 
the allocation of a substantial amount of financial 
assistance, and through the increased autonomy 
encouraged by the project. However, it can be seen 
that the implementation of the CoEP has not been 
without significant problems. Firstly, there need to 
be clearer guidelines provided by the MoEM relat-
ing to financial management, the hiring of teach-
ers and school enrolments. Secondly, improved 
clarity relating to such guidelines and to the clus-
ter concept itself is essential and, according to 
Fullan (2007), this is often a perennial problem in 
the change process. Thirdly, ongoing monitoring 
and improvement of the CoEP is also needed to 
ensure that all those involved in this initiative stay 
focused on the task at hand. The current prac-
tice where schools submit standardised reports 
to the Ministry is inadequate for monitoring the 
implementation process and for broader project 
improvement purposes. Fourthly, policy-making 
processes in Malaysia largely take place within 
the MoEM, a federal government ministry. This re-
flects a bureaucratic top-down system dominated 
by the federal government level. Because not many 
stakeholders were involved in the policy-making 
process, effective knowledge sharing, utilisation 
and creation could not take place. On a broader lev-
el, despite a movement toward decentralisation in 
CoEP, the Malaysian education system remains 
centralised, with authority heavily concentrated 
at the MoEM. This means that in practice there is 
little transfer of authority from the centre to the 
schools. Hence, the Ministry needs to address 
these issues if it hopes to achieve its target of im-
proving the quality of education through the CoEP.

For further reading:

Noor, M.A.M. (2012). Advancing the Orang Asli 

through Malaysia’s clusters of excellence policy. 
Journal of International and Comparative Educa-
tion, 1(2), 90-103.

Noor, M.A.M. & Crossley, M. (2013). Educational in-
novation and the knowledge society: development 
and issues of the clusters of excellence initiative in 
Malaysia. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 33(2), 
156-169.
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Summary: Teachers and students are the main ac-
tors in education. The roles played by teachers and 
their influence on students as well as students’ 
own involvement in learning are key factors in the 
success of education. And traditional values may 
also be a key factor of the success of education.

Shanghai’s success in PISA, both in 2009 and 2012, 
has captured world attention. It seems that every-
one is interested in the phenomenon, and is trying 
to find out and explain the reasons behind the suc-
cess. As a teacher in education, I would like to pres-
ent my reflections on Shanghai’s success.

The Teacher

The teacher enjoys a high social status in China. 
“Even if someone is your teacher for only one day, 
you should regard him like your father for the rest 
of your life” is a saying that has been widely ac-
cepted among students for generations in China. 
In ancient China, one stable and available way of 
changing one’s social status was to take the Keju, a 
key civil examination for selecting future officials 
for the government, which could result in advance-
ment of a successful individual and wealth for their 
family. “Officialdom is the natural outlet for good 
scholars” has also been held as an article of faith, 
among ordinary people, for thousands of years in 
China. And teachers, in ancient China in particular, 
were a scarce channel for providing quality educa-
tion for the future success of any individual and 
their family and consequently they have enjoyed a 
high social status ever since.

To maintain the social status and hence quality 
of teaching, teachers also need to improve them-
selves. “The quality of an education system cannot 
exceed the quality of its teachers” (McKinsey & 
Co, 2007). And “the most important school-relat-
ed factor in student learning---is teaching” (Bob 

Schwartz, Harvard GSE, 2010). Hence, to be high-
ly professional is evidently a necessity. There are 
ways to be a knowledgeable and professional 
teacher. One important way is, of course, individu-
al achievements based on self-study and self-cul-
tivation as a way of self-improvement. However, 
group study and group research as a special way of 
improving the quality of the teachers in China also 
cannot be ignored. It is in this atmosphere of group 
study and group research that new ideas of teach-
ing and even innovative access to quality teaching 
have been found and shared. And consequently 
students have obviously become beneficiaries of 
the improved quality of learning.

Student

Diligence (or effort) has been always considered 
to be of great importance. “Genius is nothing but 
labor and diligence” and “only those who endure 
most can go to the highest level” are beliefs highly 
and widely recognized in China. “If you work at it 
hard enough, you can grind an iron rod into a nee-
dle” says a popular axiom. Which means steady 
efforts can work miracles. It’s a proverb that has 
always been an incentive in Chinese education. 
Self-motivation led by a sense of diligence rather 
than any other factors has functioned effectively. 
Consequently high intensity of study contents has 
been expected by both teachers and students; and 
supplementary approaches to improve the qual-
ity of study have been implemented. Thus a solid 
foundation of knowledge-based acquisition has 
been laid. 

Cultural Tradition

Social hierarchy was not very strict in ancient Chi-
na and it is not even now. Everyone was allowed 
to squeeze into the higher echelons of society as 
long as they worked hard enough and satisfied the 
requirements and expectations of their teachers. 
The Keju system in ancient China actually opened 
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a door for the poor to change their destiny.  People 
believe that “diligent study at one’s early age can 
lead to future success in the imperial civil examina-
tion. Ministers or generals do not need to be born 
of distinguished ancestries”. Anyone who passes 
the imperial civil examinations at the highest level 
(Dian Shi) will not only receive a blossoming sprig 
of osmanthus from the moon goddess, Chang-E 
(a legend), but could even marry a daughter of the 
emperor (which did happen). This could lead to a 
total change of one’s destiny, one’s social status 
and those of one’s family even if one came from 
the bottom of the society. All these beliefs still 
work in current China. The conviction that “Knowl-
edge can change one’s destiny” has been a fact, not 
an illusion. That is why the saying goes, especially 
in ancient China, that “in books you may find hous-
es made of gold and beautiful girls as your future 
wives”. As a matter of fact all these values and 
beliefs have been shared for generations by peo-
ple in China. As a whole they become an impetus 
for one’s future development. Education and its 
achievements are of course not an exception. 

The above analysis does not mean that basic edu-
cation in Shanghai is perfect. As a matter of fact, 
further development of the quality of teachers is 
urgently demanded. The sense of fostering of cre-
ativity and critical thinking are seriously placed in 
front of educators. How to balance the acquisition 
of knowledge and the fostering of the ability for 
future development and adaptation of social de-
mand is high on the agenda. 
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Summary: As a country with the largest system of 
education in the world, China has initiated a series 
of national policies to improve its teacher educa-
tion system since the 1990s. Lessons reflected 
from China’s case shed new light on the post-2015 
discourse, not only for developing countries but 
for developed societies where there is a quest for 
excellence and accountability of teacher educa-
tion in a global age.

Shanghai students have astonished the world 
again with their superb scores across all domains 
in the latest PISA results. Although caution is need-
ed in interpreting the Shanghai Miracle, worldwide 
attention has been drawn to the question of how 
Chinese teachers, the largest teaching force in the 
world, have been professionalized in ways that can 
make their students so competitive globally. In her 
recent visit to Shanghai, the UK Under Secretary 
of State for Education and Childcare, Elizabeth 
Truss, witnessed that Chinese teachers are "more 
effective" than their British counterparts. The full-
er picture of Chinese teachers is surely beyond 
that.

China used to be a very poor country over most of 
the last century, due to age-long civil and anti-co-
lonial wars and political turmoil. After 1978, it ad-
opted an open-door policy to develop its economy, 
and by 2010 it had become the world's second larg-
est economy. The secret behind the realization of 
China’s dream, if there is any, heavily relies on its 
educational achievements, especially in building 
up a stable, strong and committed teaching force, 
from which at least three invaluable lessons can 
be derived for the post-2015 agenda.

First of all, China’s modernity was significantly 
facilitated earlier in the 20th century, with an in-
dependent teacher education infrastructure set 
up separately in its national system of education. 
This tradition has been carried on over time, and 

currently there are dozens of specialized teach-
er education institutions (TEIs) all over the huge 
country. This infrastructure has provided a stable 
supply of teachers – in terms of the huge number 
needed for educating more than 146 million stu-
dents.

Secondly, over the last few decades various na-
tional initiatives have been launched by the Chi-
nese government to reform TEIs and nurture 
world-class teachers. Central to these policies 
is the wide concern in the country about how the 
quality of its teaching force – and more broadly 
of its basic education system – can be improved 
and further enhanced by reforming the specialized 
TEI infrastructure. TEIs’ obvious disadvantage is 
their inability to provide more comprehensive, in-
terdisciplinary programs for teacher education, 
compared with those offered by comprehensive 
universities. The decade-long reform has trans-
formed TEIs into an open, hybrid system, which 
accommodates various programs of teacher edu-
cation, offered by both specialized ‘normal’ univer-
sities and comprehensive universities. In this way, 
China has succeeded in making its teaching force 
strong.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, China has 
a long history of respecting teachers since Con-
fucius, a master-teacher extremely active 2,500 
years ago. Chinese teachers tend to be very pas-
sionate about and committed to their learners. 
Over this long history they have sacrificed them-
selves for their students, and been tested in many 
difficult times, even in the Cultural Revolution 
when their students turned against them. In other 
words, the Shanghai Miracle is partly the result of 
the huge sacrifice offered by Chinese teachers, 
whose cultural roots – their Chinese-ness – are 
mysteriously encoded in Confucian genes!

These lessons are of course highly relevant to 
other developing countries, most of which used 
to, like China, suffer many similar domestic and 
international problems for development, and are 
facing the same globalization process. While many 
of them may not have had a long cultural tradition 
of respecting education, such a value can be still 
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nurtured in various ways under different contexts. 
Additionally, the lessons from China also shed new 
light on teacher education reform in developed 
countries, such as the U.S. where there have been 
chronic problems, e.g., of teacher shortage and 
quality.

China is not resting on its laurels, but is planning 
the further development of teacher excellence. 
This could be very challenging but it is part of its 
thinking for the post-2015 education agenda. While 
Shanghai students have demonstrated their ex-
cellence in recent PISA results, there continue to 
be unequal, unbalanced and undesirable learning 
outcomes between girls and boys, among various 
schools in urban, peri-urban and rural areas, and 
in different regions across the country. Optimists 
will have noted that these are to be dealt with by 
renovating TEIs, coupled with other national strat-
egies. In other words, continuing teacher educa-
tion reform is already on China’s agenda for the 
post-2015 development.
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Summary: This piece analyzes the contradictions 
between merit-based grades and what students in 
Benin call STGs (sexually transmitted grades), or 
passing grades in exchange for sexual favors. Both 
female and male students express distrust in the 
educational system, and are pushing for profes-
sors to be held accountable for their actions.

In many ways Benin could be held up as a “success 
story” for EFA and the MDGs; it has gone from hav-
ing one of the lowest rates of enrollment at all lev-
els in 1990 to projections that it will be the coun-
try in sub-Saharan Africa with the second highest 
number of university students per 100,000 inhabi-
tants by the year 2015. In light of findings that com-
pletion of secondary education has been “shown 
to contribute more strongly than primary school 
attendance to the achievement of gender equal-
ity, the empowerment of women, and the human 
rights of women and girls” (UN Women), one might 
hope that these higher numbers will positively im-
pact on gender equality in Benin.  Unfortunately, 
however, the increase in the number of females 
attending schools has been accompanied by an 
increase in sexual harassment by teachers and 
professors. The prevalence of so-called “Sexually 
Transmitted Grades” or STGs threatens the notion 
of merit-based grades and creates an unfavorable 
learning environment for students.

In Benin, beginning in primary school and lasting 
throughout university, sexual harassment from 
teachers and professors is a daily reality for fe-
male students.  Indeed, the situation echoes that 
discussed in the 2014 EFA GMR (UNESCO, 2014) 
which states that gender-based violence “is a ma-
jor barrier to the achievement of quality and equal-
ity in education” (p.269).  Legislation adopted in 
Benin in 2003 condemning sexual harassment has 
been difficult to enforce, despite sanctions for 
perpetrators of sexual violence in schools includ-
ing fines of up to 1,000,000 FCFA and two years 

in jail.  The law condemns repercussions for any 
student who reports sexual harassment; yet the 
majority of students that I interviewed during my 
research at a public university in Benin in 2010 
had little to no confidence in the law.  The Benin 
Country Report on Human Rights Practices ex-
plains lax enforcements of these laws due to 
“law enforcement agents’ and prosecutors’ lack 
of legal knowledge and necessary skills to pur-
sue such cases and victims’ fear of social stigma”, 
concluding that “sexual harassment remains com-
mon, especially of female students by their male 
teachers” (US Department of State 2012: 13).  As 
the EFA GMR points out, “in order to take action 
against teachers involved in violence or abuse of 
pupils, it is critical to ensure that reporting pro-
cedures are transparent and child-friendly” (UN-
ESCO, 2014: 270). UN Commission on the Status 
of Women, too, urges for targeted measures to 
provide a learning environment free from sexual 
harassment, including penalties for all forms of 
harassment and violence against girls.

While students speak of widespread sexual ha-
rassment by their professors, it is impossible to 
know just how common it is because there are 
no official figures released by the University.  In 
my study, although nearly all students agreed 
that it occurred, only one student said that it had 
happened to her.  Grace (pseudonym) explained, 
“I don’t know if I would call it marginalization, but 
the professors just don’t let the girls succeed.  I’ve 
lived it.  But if you don’t give them success, you 
don’t pass.  It’s difficult, it’s really difficult.  You 
feel threatened, at school, at university, it hap-
pens everywhere.”  One of her classmates agreed, 
“They blackmail you.  If you are a girl, and you are 
a good worker, the professor is going to really like 
you.  He’ll put a note on your homework, but you 
know if you were male, the professor wouldn’t 
bother you like that.”  When students describe 
the interest of professors in female students 
as sexual harassment, or even as “threatening” 
or “menacing” it discourages them from actively 
participating in the learning environment.  

The tendency among professors to pursue rela-
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tionships with female students has affected the 
entire student body on campus.  Males and fe-
males feel that they are subject to blackmail on 
the part of their professors1.   Some students feel 
that because the females had something that the 
professors desired, they have unfair advantages 
over males, regardless of whether the advances 
are wanted or unwanted.  It seems that whenever 
students are able to attain good grades without 
working hard for them, those students are subject 
to criticisms from others.  However, the motivation 
to work hard may be dampened if female students 
feel that good marks and speaking out in class put 
them at risk of being “discovered” by their pro-
fessors.  In the case of overcrowded auditoriums, 
females used strategies such as sitting toward 
the back, not speaking up in class, and not show-
ing their true capabilities.  Others simply leave 
school rather than face sexual harassment from 
their professors.  Unfortunately, these strategies 
also reinforce a prevailing viewpoint among male 
students that female students “can’t handle it” at 
university, and that there are many subjects that 
are too difficult for females.  Unless measures are 
taken to address sexual harassment on campus, 
a social hierarchy based on biological sex will re-
main and quality education will be elusive.  Simply 
increasing access to the university is not enough.

This piece is based on a chapter in my 2012 disser-
tation titled “You who have been to school, what 
have you become?”: An ethnographic study of uni-
versity life in Benin
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Summary: School students are extremely reluc-
tant to report misdemeanours – and even more 
serious offences – to their teachers. This code of 
the classroom appears to be based upon solidar-
ity and shared consciousness rather than shyness 
or fear, supporting the view that schoolchildren 
should not be regarded as future workers but as 
‘students’.

The proverb ‘Don’t Tell Tales out of School’ orig-
inated among children. To tell tales out of school 
was to sneak – to try to keep on good terms with 
the teacher by betraying other children. One of 
Mother Goose’s Nursery Rhymes runs:

Tell-tale-tit,

Your tongue shall be split,

And all the dogs in the town

Shall have a little bit.

This code of the classroom has great longevity: 
its existence is portrayed in children’s literature 
from Tom Brown’s Schooldays onwards – indeed 
Quintilian in The Education of an Orator describes 
a similar convention existing in classical Rome.  In 
This Boy, a very moving account of former UK Edu-
cation Minister Alan Johnson’s childhood, he talks 
of “the great unwritten rule: thou shalt never grass 
to a teacher”. In the event, Alan breaks that rule, the 
bully was very effectively dealt with and the bully-
ing ceased.] Similarly, schoolchildren’s codes of 
honour are depicted (and sometimes contested) 
in numerous films from The Green Years, through 
The Guinea Pig and If, to Dead Poets’ Society and 
the many remakes of Goodbye, Mr Chips.    

As part of my preparation for a presentation to a 
local discussion group in Wales, I probed young-
sters’ attitudes towards tale-telling and school-
based whistle-blowing. Given permission to meet 

with a small group of teenagers in both a UK and 
a school in a developing country – three boys and 
three girls in each case – I probed their views and 
practices regarding sneaking. It was agreed that 
no-one else would be present, that all contribu-
tions would be anonymous, that the names and lo-
cations of the two schools would not be revealed, 
and – apart from my taking written notes – that 
nothing would be recorded. Lively and, to all ap-
pearances, frank discussions ensued in each case.    

Similarities between the attitudes of the UK and 
the overseas students were extensive. For exam-
ple, all six in each of the two groups said ‘no’ in an-
swer to:

•	 “If you saw another student cheating in an 
exam, would you report him/her to your teach-
er?”

•	 “If you saw another student stealing a book 
from the school library, would you report him/
her to your teacher?”; and

•	 “If you saw another student smoking a cig-
arette on school property, would you report 
him/her to your teacher?”

While all twelve readily agreed that cheating, 
stealing and smoking (on school property) were 
‘wrong’, they were equally clear that, to them, tell-
ing the teachers was also inappropriate. ‘Students’ 
were on one side, it appeared, and ‘teachers’ on the 
other (uncannily reminiscent of the ‘bosses’ versus 
‘workers’ paradigm in some critiques of capital-
ism).

I followed up their answers to those three ques-
tions with:

•	 “Was this because you’d be afraid of being 
dealt with by the other student?”; and

•	 “What would you do about it?”

All insisted that fear of retaliation was not a fac-
tor. In the UK “getting a reputation as a snitch” was 
mentioned; amongst the overseas students there 
was some feeling that “it isn’t really my business” 
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although they might talk to “…his family if we 
knew them”. Both trios of girls suggested that they 
might, in a group, talk to the student involved. “We 
wouldn’t threaten to report him as he’d never be-
lieve us” was a common theme within both groups. 

I then asked:

•	 “If you were bullied by an older student, would 
you report him/her to your teacher?”

Opinions varied, with the girls saying that they 
might do so but the boys – with one exception – 
insisting that they wouldn’t. They would talk with 
fellow students, possibly but not necessarily with 
family members. But even with something as seri-
ous as this, taking the issue to a teacher is seen as a 
kind of disloyalty to the group – classroom solidar-
ity definitely exists, both in the UK and overseas. 
With regard to these and other questions, religion 
was relevant in the developing country school but 
not at all in the UK; internet bullying was seen as 
rife in the UK but not overseas.    

I then asked this sensitive question very carefully:

•	 “If a teacher tried to have sex with a student in 
your class, what would you do about it?”

This gave rise to considerable and very open dis-
cussion with no unanimity emerging. The ages of 
both teacher and student were considered rel-
evant – consensual relations between a young 
teacher and a Year 12 student were regarded as 
acceptable by the overseas but not by the UK stu-
dents. The initial assumption was ‘male teacher 
and female student’ but when this was questioned, 
attitudes became less sure. But even here, the 
idea of telling a teacher – or a head teacher – was 
resisted, although the idea of male/male relation-
ships was more horrifying to the overseas group 
than were teacher/pupil ones and an anonymous 
reporting to the police was mentioned.

 In previous NORRAG publications (for example in 
NORRAG News 48 and in NORRAG’s blog, NOR-
RAG NEWSBite) I have emphasised that school-
children see themselves, not as embryonic engi-
neers or foetal physicists, but as ‘students’. This 
limited fieldwork in relation to sneaks and whis-
tle-blowers supports these claims. 

I have strenuously advocated also that: 

“…Education should be for its own sake. Market-
place values must never colonise the classroom. 
Schooling should be fun – an underwriting of en-

thusiasms, a jovial drawing out of that which lies 
within, a celebration of the unquenchable human 
spirit”.

That it was feasible to facilitate open and thought-
ful discussions on these matters in schools several 
thousand miles apart, and that the twelve partici-
pants reported that they appreciated the oppor-
tunity, is a small illustration of that general point: 
I make no more of it than that. Although I do sug-
gest that not only the findings but also the process 
through which they evolved are relevant to the 
consideration of the global politics of teaching and 
learning within the context of educational cultures 
and contexts.
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Summary: As the Education For All (EFA) deadline 
approaches, it has become abundantly clear that 
the international community will fail to reach this 
goal, not only in terms of access but also in terms 
of what is happening inside the classroom. Accord-
ing to the latest EFA Global Monitoring Report, of 
the 250 million children without basic literacy and 
numeracy skills, 130 million are actually in school. 
In this article, we discuss preliminary findings and 
reflections from a research and teacher training 
visit to a school in Matabeleland North, Zimbabwe, 
undertaken in January and February 2014. This visit 
served as the first phase of a multi-phase teacher 
training project in the country. We provide a brief 
example of what this global learning crisis looks 
like at the local level, and argue that teacher well-
being and in-service professional support have to 
play a significant role in what is being termed the 
post-2015 development framework. 

Background

Zimbabwe was long held up as a best practice ex-
ample in ‘how to do education’ by many in South-
ern Africa. After all, this was the country with the 
highest literacy levels in the region, rising from 
63 per cent at independence in 1980 to over 90 
per cent in 2002 (Census, 2002). In the mid-1990s 
Zimbabwe would boast of near universal primary 
education enrolment (Musarurwa & Chimhen-
ga, 2011). When a collective community mindset 
that investments should be made in schooling for 
all is added to these achievements, it becomes 
clear why Zimbabwe was considered a postcolo-
nial educational success story (Chikoko, 2009). 
However, the collapse of the economy in the late 
1990s resulted in catastrophic consequences for 
citizens, as education and health systems began 
deteriorating (Shizha & Kariwo, 2011). In 2007-8, 
following a period of severe political and econom-
ic unrest, an estimated 20,000 qualified teachers 
drained from the education system (UNICEF 2011; 
MoESAC 2012). By 2010, many of these abandoned 
teaching posts were filled by un- or under-qual-

ified teachers, meaning that today close to one 
fifth of the primary teaching work force lacks the 
necessary teacher education qualifications (MoE-
SAC 2012). Confronted with a desperate situation, 
Zimbabweans are now working together to re-
pair, through policy and practice, the once thriving 
country. Here we give readers a snapshot of one 
under-resourced Zimbabwean school to provide 
local, qualitative evidence of both the challenges 
and the strengths involved in unlocking education-
al quality in the Zimbabwean context.

A crisis in learning

Sabi Star Primary School (SSPS is a pseudonym) 
is an under-resourced Government school. It was 
founded with the support of the village commu-
nity by the current principal in 2003. Before this, 
local children had to walk over 5km to the near-
est school, meaning they would delay enrolment 
and some would not go at all. Those who did at-
tend were negatively impacted by hunger and 
exhaustion. While local children now have access 
to school, this does not necessarily translate into 
access to effective schooling. According to SSPS 
teachers and our analysis of student work, only 
a small handful of students are likely to pass the 
Grade 7 exams. Those who fail face severely re-
stricted life choices, a stark illustration of the fact 
that while they have spent several years at SSPS, 
they have learned little that is valued in today’s so-
ciety.

Professional support & teacher wellbeing

One of the biggest challenges SSPS faces is a lack 
of pre-service teacher education and experience 
amongst staff. Unqualified teachers have no say 
in where they are posted, meaning they also lack 
an understanding of the local context. At SSPS all 
teachers were new; there was a 100% turnover of 
teachers between 2013 and 2014, of the 8 class-
room teachers, 6 were unqualified. Teachers cited 
lack of affordable accommodation, low salaries 
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and high cost of living as impacting their wellbe-
ing and ability to do their job. Teachers’ lack of 
pre-service training was compounded by personal 
feelings of isolation, lack of agency and lack of un-
derstanding of the local context. This combination 
makes educating students with a significantly di-
vergent range of abilities a daunting, and to some 
degree, impossible task.

The positive flipside to this story is an obvious 
passion for teaching, a sense of professionalism, 
and a desire and quickness to learn among the 
teachers, as evidenced during classroom observa-
tions, co-teaching sessions and our workshop se-
ries. Further, the principal had placed the trained 
teachers as ‘academic bookends’ (Grade 1 and 
Grade 7) and appointed them Teachers-In-Charge, 
to provide support and pastoral care to staff and 
students. Discussions with teachers demonstrat-
ed an awareness of differentiation needs and 
many talked about establishing a remedial sup-
port system for struggling students. Also, during 
one workshop on problem-solving, teachers inde-
pendently came up with “lack of a reading culture” 
as a problem and immediately began strategizing 
how to overcome this issue (Workshop, 31 January 
2014).

Conclusion

I think a good school… it starts from the teach-
ers. If I come from home, I am happy, I have the 
strength to come to school and do my job, you 
know, with conditions which are good. Like, if 
you look at SSPS… we’ve got a lot of challeng-
es that we [as teachers] have around, so, I think 
that disturbs the quality of the education.

(Interview, SSPS early years’ teacher, 30 Janu-
ary 2014)

What this teacher points out is that quality edu-
cation is only possible when teacher wellbeing is 
supported. Her words echo Zimbabwe’s Education 
Sector Plan claims that “Morale and motivation in 
the teaching profession remain urgent challenges” 
(MoESAC, 2012, p.xv). MoESAC’s work on improv-
ing the material conditions for teachers and bol-
stering formal teacher training opportunities can 
be supported by targeted local in-service projects 
such as ours, where unqualified teachers are sup-
ported with locally developed training materials, 
which can positively impact teacher wellbeing and 
help to unlock educational quality for all. While a 

commitment to the post-2015 development frame-
work must be global, the solutions must be based 
on local level engagement with both the existing 
capacity and the specific needs to be addressed.

References

Chikoko, V. (2009). Educational decentralisation in 
Zimbabwe and Malawi: A study of decisional loca-
tion and process. International Journal of Educa-
tional Development, 29, 201-211.

Ministry of Education, Sport, Arts and Culture, 
Zimbabwe (MoESAC) (2012). Education: Medium 
Term Plan, 2011-2015. Harare. 

Musarurwa, C. & Chimhenga, S. (2011). Credibility 
of school examinations in Zimbabwe: A reflective 
analysis. Academic Research International, 1(1), 
173-179.

Shizha, E. & Kariwo, M. T. (2011). Education and 
development in Zimbabwe: A social, political 
and economic analysis. Rotterdam: Sense Pub-
lishers. https://www.sensepublishers.com/me-
dia/297-education-and-development-in-zimba-
bwe.pdf



98 norragnews 50

Reviewing Teachers’ Role in Quality Improvement of Open Education 
in Mainland China

Lee Wei, Open University of China, Beijing

Email: liwei@crtvu.edu.cn

Key words: Teachers; Quality; Open education; 
Open University; China

Summary: This article presents four possible 
reasons related to teachers that might explain 
the decline of quality open education in Main-
land China. It argues that improving the quality of 
teaching in open education institutions is not only 
about teachers, but also depends on a favourable 
context and culture which are good for supporting 
teachers in such institutions.

There is no doubt that the teachers always play 
an important role in education and teaching. In 
Mainland China, both the government and institu-
tions have attached great importance to the role 
of teachers in quality education from the very 
beginning of open education. Radio and TV Uni-
versity, the predecessor of Open University of 
China (OUC), recruited the first group of renowned 
teachers. These teachers, rich in teaching experi-
ence at top universities, were well-educated, high-
ly professional and socially superior. They made a 
great contribution directly to the high quality of its 
graduates and Radio and TV University enjoyed an 
excellent reputation in its early years. However, it 
must be pointed out that there are some special 
reasons for that. Radio and TV University was set 
up by Chinese government as the other leg which 
enjoyed the same status of elite higher education.

During the next thirty years, however, although the 
government and open education institutions have 
been working hard to maintain teaching quality, 
it was not enough to avoid a continuing decline 
of teaching quality, which in turn undermined the 
development and reputation of the Radio and TV 
University. The reasons for the decline are diverse. 
One of them is the teacher’s quality.

Take the OUC - the biggest open education insti-
tution in China - as an example. It currently has 
94,000 teachers, of which 57,000 are full-time, and 
37,000 are part-time. Although this large group 
tries to improve teaching quality, it still turns out 
to be unsatisfactory. The reasons behind this phe-

nomenon need explanation. 

If we look into the status quo of this group, then 
we will find out why. Firstly, the education level of 
teachers is low. An OUC Report (OUC, 2012) shows 
that of all the 57,000 full-time teachers, only 12% 
are postgraduates. Secondly, the structure of 
teachers is hierarchical and lacks good interac-
tions. In the OUC, each course involves four dif-
ferent teacher groups: a chief lecturer (part-time, 
hired from research universities), a course leader 
(full-time, at national level), a course coordinator 
(full-time, at provincial level) and a course tutor 
(part-time, at city or county level). Although they 
are responsible for the same course, they rank 
and function from top to bottom and seldom have 
communication and collaboration. Besides, the 
upper groups which have more rights in a course 
do not always have enough teaching experience, 
while the lower groups directly facing the student 
do not have professional background. Thirdly, the 
on-the-job training for teachers is insufficient. A 
majority of teachers, regardless of which level 
they are at, are not familiar with distance educa-
tion or have corresponding theoretical or practical 
background before entering into the Open Uni-
versity. Also, they do not have adequate and sys-
tematic on-the-job training afterwards. Fourthly, 
the salary and social status of teachers are not 
satisfying. Teachers always get lower pay in the 
Open University than in other colleges or universi-
ties. And they do not enjoy high social status and 
influence like research university teachers. This 
becomes severer due to the hierarchy structure. 
The lower the worse; and this affects the passion 
for working as well as job attractiveness. The in-
teresting thing is those problems mentioned have 
been taken into consideration by the Open Univer-
sity or government for a long time, but so far have 
never been solved.

In conclusion, it must be admitted that teachers 
are critical to the quality improvement of open 
education. To solve these problems must rely on 
open education institutions themselves, and their 
efforts to promote teachers’ quality. However, 
more attention needs to be given to developing a 
proactive, positive development context or cul-
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ture. Problems like inadequate levels of education, 
insufficient training, low salaries and social status 
are highly related with the bias, absence of policy, 
less funding from the government and from the 
society. In a country which has 10 years of massi-
fication of higher education, elitism still occupies 
people’s minds. In a country which has 35 years of 
promoting open education, closed campus edu-
cation is still the only choice for excellent quality 
– in the minds of many. People just do not believe 
in the quality of open education since it is open to 
everyone and not just the elite. That is more than 
somewhat depressing!
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Summary: Using data from a Beninese primary 
school, I argue for more ethnographic research 
to help us understand the daily manoeuvres head 
teachers in the Global South rely on in making 
schools work at the intersection of global reforms 
and local contexts.

Why is it that we have so little knowledge of the 
“street realities of headship” – as Ball (1987: 80) 
already mentioned in 1987 – while we all agree 
on head teachers’ pivotal role in making schools 
work? This is not to underestimate the influential 
work of Wolcott (2003 (1973)), presenting a rich 
ethnography of a school principal’s personal and 
professional life in the United States, or Ball’s own 
chapter on the “politics of leadership” in England 
(1987: 80ff.), Harber and Dadey’s (1993) analysis 
of head teachers’ roles in Botswana and Ghana, 
and the case studies from France and Chile com-
piled by Baudrit and Rich (2013) on the modalities 
of shared leadership. I am, nevertheless, puzzled 
by the absence of recent, empirically-grounded 
studies that shed light on the tension between 
the global and local (micro)politics of teaching, 
learning and managing, which head teachers face 
in their day-to-day work, especially in the Glob-
al South. Head teachers are the central actors of 
glocal education politics in doing the school at the 
intersection of global objectives and reforms and 
local, historically grown, social, cultural, and polit-
ical contexts. How do they position themselves in 
this arena? How do they negotiate, translate, ap-
propriate or circumvent reforms coming from the 
outside, or innovate and spread their own policies 
and “best practices” (which might be in conflict 
with official norms)?

Let me give you an example of a “real story” from 
northern Benin, where I conducted 11 months of 
ethnographic research in 2012/13 in a public prima-
ry school in a village I call Alafia. The head teacher 
is a young man, who started his teaching career 
10 years ago. The school in Alafia is his first post 

as a head teacher and I observe him in his second 
year. He lives in the village with one of his two 
wives and their three children. However, he does 
not want to remain head teacher and is inclined 
to pass the necessary exams in order to become a 
school inspector. Therefore, he takes good care of 
his reputation and his political and administrative 
networks. He is careful not to get too close to the 
village population as “they are difficult to handle”, 
he tells me. Nevertheless, he is motivated to be 
remembered by the village population as the head 
teacher who managed to develop the “incomplete” 
school that has never been able to offer all six 
grades due to a lack of teachers and classrooms, 
into a “complete” school that will eventually corre-
spond to official norms and quality standards. He 
starts the academic year 2012/13 with two teach-
ers and four classes, held in concrete classrooms 
built by a donor agency. He finishes the same year 
with four teachers and six classes, two held in 
rudimentary mud and straw-buildings, one con-
structed with financial help from an NGO, the oth-
er built by parents. To access government or donor 
funding for another “real” school building, he has 
to prove the school’s need by providing photos of 
rudimentary classrooms and lists of pupils’ names.

One of the two additional classes, the fourth 
grade, is not officially authorised, as it consists en-
tirely of grade repeaters, and – following interna-
tional advice – class repetition has been redefined 
in Benin from a pedagogical solution into a peda-
gogical, financial and social problem that should 
be diminished. Repetition of the first grade is of-
ficially forbidden since 2004, but the head teacher 
explains to me that the 34 repeaters among his 61 
first graders are too young and too immature to 
pass on to second grade. There is no kindergarten 
or preschool in the village and some children need 
more time to get accustomed to the school envi-
ronment and to the language of instruction that is 
French, he says. 

The first grade teacher is a community teacher 
with no professional training, paid by village par-
ents. Since 2008 the Beninese government has 
made an effort to train some of the community 
teachers and outlaw the rest as their lack of pro-
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fessional training is seen to correlate with low 
learning outcomes. The head would like to replace 
the community teacher with a state-trained and 
employed teacher, but in the current situation of 
a shortage of 10.000 teachers in Benin, he cannot 
rely on the State to send him more teaching staff; 
he has to “find” the teachers himself. Besides, the 
parents trust the community teacher, who has 
been teaching the first grade for four years; they 
value his experience more than a stranger’s diplo-
ma. The head teacher is able to keep the commu-
nity teacher despite the latter’s “informal” status 
thanks to the school inspectors’ practice of turn-
ing a blind eye to the issue. Manipulating his politi-
cal and administrative networks, the head teacher 
manages to “find” two additional teachers, who 
are teacher trainees at teacher training colleges, 
willing to pass their obligatory practical year and 
exam in Alafia. One of them arrives in November, 
the other in December 2012, two months after the 
official beginning of the school year.

Even though he is responsible for teaching the 
sixth and final grade of his primary school, the head 
teacher devotes a big part of his instructional time 
to bureaucratic tasks that keep the school running 
despite its shortcomings: he writes requests for 
new buildings, for teachers, for trainees, he counts 
pupils, fills in reports for the government or for 
international donor agencies, he fabricates num-
bers, hoping that one day the school he manages, 
the one in front of his eyes, will resemble the one 
he creates on paper.

When teaching, the head teacher tries to apply 
the teaching and learning objectives of the com-
petency-based approach introduced in Beninese 
primary schools (as in so many other West African 
countries) in the 1990s/2000s. At the same time 
he is inclined to secure his pupils’ success rates 
in the final exam (on which his career depends to 
a certain degree) through rigid memorisation and 
disciplinary measures, contradicting the philoso-
phy of the competency-based approach. 

Thus, the examples of a head teacher’s workaday 
life in a Beninese primary school show that his 
practices are defined by social norms that guide 
his relations with the village population, by official 
norms dictating which practices are sanctioned 
or approved by the State, and by practical norms 
of what is or is not feasible in a given context (cf. 
Olivier de Sardan 2014: 407ff.). This case study re-
veals the merit of a critical analysis of the current 
situation of teaching and learning that focuses 
on school actors, on head teachers in particular, 

taking into account their complex role as agents 
of glocal education politics, and of their ways of 
juggling with both local and global constraints, ex-
pectations, imaginaries and norms. I hope that my 
research prompts greater interest in head teach-
ers as actors and schools as sites of qualitative 
research, for the significant implications it has for 
education policy in the Global South. 
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Summary: A great number of teachers face huge 
challenges and even adverse conditions in Central 
American Schools. Policy and institutional weak-
nesses result in low levels of student learning, 
especially for the most disadvantaged students. 
However, recent initiatives – both local and inter-
national - have the potential to enrich the post-
2015 education agenda, which in turn may benefit 
national policies.

In Central America, many children enrolled in pri-
mary schools have shown low levels of learning 
outcomes when measured by international tests, 
as indicated by UNESCO regional studies. Learn-
ing indicators tend to be worse for those students 
with disadvantages related to family income, cul-
tural background, and area of residence. Some-
thing different has to be done in future to reduce 
student learning gaps and increase overall student 
learning on the basis of effective teacher perfor-
mance.

It seems widely acknowledged that teacher pol-
icies are crucial since poor teaching is one of the 
main obstacles to improving the education sys-
tems in Latin America and the Caribbean. On the 
other hand, successful school systems are expect-
ed to select and retain talented and motivated 
teachers.

Bad news

Many teachers face challenging contexts in Cen-
tral America. A significant number of classrooms 
are mixed-age due to the late entrance to pri-
mary education and repetition. In addition, stu-
dents bring to the same classroom diverse family 
backgrounds, in terms of income and ethnicity. In 
many cases, teachers may work under adverse 
conditions like scarcity of educational resources, 
inconvenient school facilities, insecurity or even 
violence.

There are weaknesses in terms of teacher policy 
development, for instance: low quality of initial 
teacher training, low impact of in-service teacher 
training, lack of incentives linked to teacher per-
formance, absence of evaluation mechanisms, 
teacher organizations agenda distant from ensur-
ing quality of education, weak basis for sustain-
ability, etc.

As a result, for a significant number of students, 
levels of learning are low. Furthermore, student 
learning gaps among students (within a school or 
classroom) persist or may increase while students 
transit from 1st to 6th grade of their primary edu-
cation. In addition, a significant number of teach-
ers working in Central America schools have low 
levels of education, poor cultural backgrounds, 
and weak motivation about their profession.

Good news

There is, however, a renewed concern about im-
proving teacher policy. Initiatives for educational 
reform have been under way over the last years. 
Teachers are seen as key players in the education-
al reform processes. There are policy analysis and 
debates that highlight the need: (1) for a systemic 
approach to deal with the teaching profession; (2) 
to attract good candidates to the profession; (3) 
for strong teacher training programs and upgrad-
ing of teachers’ formal education; (4) for high stan-
dards for student learning and teacher practices; 
(5) for adequate incentives and support for teach-
ers; (6) to support teacher education and teaching 
practices with new Information and Communica-
tions Technologies (ICTs); (7) for teacher evalua-
tion to feedback into permanent improvement; 
(8) for teachers’ accountability to families and so-
ciety; and, (9) for constructive, informed, dialogue 
among key stakeholders to face conflict. Besides 
analysis and debate, there are policy decisions, re-
source allocation and interventions already taking 
place.

National efforts are stimulated by international 
initiatives to boost better teacher policies and 
practices, for example: PREAL’s knowledge devel-
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opment and dissemination [http://www.preal.org]; 
the Regional Strategy on Teachers implement-
ed by OREALC/UNESCO with the support of the 
Center for Education Policy and Practice Studies 
(CEPPE), Chile [http://www.politicasdocentesalc.
com]; the Inter-American Teacher Education Net-
work developed by the Organization of American 
States [http://www.oas.org/en/iten]; the current 
extensive studies of the World Bank and IADB 
aimed at developing sound policies to improve the 
teaching profession; the implementation of CED-
UCAR, a  teachers’ website implemented by CECC/
SICA .

The future

Although the limitations and challenges to ensure 
good teachers in Central American schools are 
huge, there is concern – and some good practic-
es- about improving the teaching profession in 
the region. The ongoing studies, debate and expe-
riences have the potential to enrich the post-2015 
education agenda, which in turn could guide edu-
cational development at the national level. Teach-
ers are a key aspect of the future agenda: they are 
expected to have professional responsibility and 
commitment to reduce learning gaps and enhance 
overall learning for all children in every classroom.
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Summary: The outcome of education reform 
should be improved schooling for children. In 
the classrooms in the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic (Lao PDR) that I visited, I saw little in-
depth change after teachers’ in-service courses. 
Many reasons are given for the lack of progress in 
schools [Phraxayavong, V. (2009), ESQAC (2012)] 
including corruption, the Lao temperament, the 
restrictive Government, and the poor education 
of teachers. However, I argue that at least in part 
it is due to a discourse culture built up between 
donors and the Government and a lack of reality in 
addressing the needs of rural schools.

Lao PDR is governed by a socialist Politburo. Do-
nors place strong emphasis on the development 
of human rights. The Government of Lao (GoL) 
has endorsed reform of the education system 
but is concerned to locate changed practice with-
in existing systems and ideologies. Donors avoid  
areas of possible conflict which leads, in turn, to 
non-threatening activities. 

I talked to players at the centre of education. A Lao 
national project coordinator for a European donor 
agency explained to me how the donors worked 
with Government. The words are his:

Yeah, I think every donor has in mind that they 
push the agenda for democracy: every donor 
has the underlying agenda to push human 
rights, but in Lao, human rights and democra-
cy are taboo discussion. In many documents 
it’s not mentioned explicitly about democracy 
and human rights, and so they mention most-
ly participation, even in terms of child rights. 
They talk mostly about participation-in-de-
velopment, to decision making. Participation 
in Lao is acceptable – um - but it means a 
guided participation. You have to talk to the 
representative of the government and of the 
approved mass organisations. There’s no civil 
society in Lao per se so when we go down - like 
the village authority level -  we can talk to rep-
resentatives of village, mass organisations, 
Lao Women’s’ Union,  even the police. 

He highlighted the donors’ caution in approaching 
human rights; their strategies to avoid confron-
tation and a willingness to compromise their own 
human rights’ agendas to gain Government coop-
eration. The approach was reflected in programme 
planning.

A primary education sector programme planning 
document is a legal agreement between donor and 
Government. It has 19 pages and describes a five-
year sector wide intervention. Paragraph 76 de-
scribes the benefits the programme will bring. The 
‘direct benefits’ are spelt out, and through a chain 
of implementation, the document claims, will be 
magnified. I lay out the promises in brief:

(in school) Expansion of enrolments and im-
provements in quality - will lead to - larger 
percentage of graduates - will lead to - better 
educated population – will lead to - higher em-
ployability, improved productivity and earning 
capacity - will lead to - poverty reduction and 
improved social development.

The gap between expectation and realisable out-
comes is huge, creating an unreal expectation. 
Paragraph 77 outlines support to minority ethnic 
children, who make up some 45% of the popula-
tion and are a major concern of donors. It records 
school building, the provision of scholarships, 
greater recruitment of ethnic minority teachers 
and disaggregation of data collected for EMIS, all 
previously and only marginally successful tech-
niques. No provision is made for exploration of 
more radical approaches for example, mother 
tongue teaching and positive discrimination. The 
conservative approach side-lines ideology, cul-
ture and principles, leading to education reform 
as purely technological, that is, offering solutions 
related to a generalized view of good education 
rather than culturally grounded.

In rural schools, I was impressed with the teach-
ers’ commitment, the good relationship between 
teachers and children, teachers’ considerable 
knowledge of the children and their families; the 
local language; local festivals and celebrations and 
local stories and games. These knowledges were 
not acknowledged in in-service training. Instead, in 
nine days, teachers were offered a series of activ-
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ities based in a wishy-washy version of a child cen-
tred philosophy drawn from an international mod-
el of good classroom practice. The course did not 
acknowledge non-Lao speaking children or teach-
ers who do not understand the language or content 
of the curriculum. The model is neither confident in 
itself nor presented sufficiently robustly to bring 
about the intended change. Nor does it take into 
account the skills that exist amongst the teachers 
and the very real constraints they face. 

Education as a purely technological issue leads to 
transmission of pre-set skills, devaluing existing 
knowledges and ideologies. Courses leave out the 
important skills of critical analysis and flexibility 
needed in remote and poor circumstances. 

To improve schooling, it is necessary to break out 
of negative and biased constructs and develop a 
model of schooling linked less to an international 
ideology and more rooted in real contexts. 

A more subtle review of the ways power is wielded 
between donors and Government could illuminate 
the linkages between central discourses and the 
practical life of schools. 

This article gives a very brief account of a very 
complex system, and I suggest that to move for-
ward, a far clearer understanding of the complex-
ity and dynamics of the entire system is needed, 
in particular more detailed information about the 
relationships and networks within the system as a 
whole.  
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Summary: This article notes that the introduction 
of free and then free and compulsory education 
in Kenya, has not been accompanied by a focus on 
quality and learning. 

Education opens doors to progress on a personal, 
familial and societal level. It provides navigation-
al and manipulative skills for progress and devel-
opment. In a NORRAG News article in 2004 (Boit, 
2004), I wrote about “Targeting Quality Education 
in Kenya in the Face of Universalizing Access”. This 
was an interesting concept because as much as ad-
vocacy for universal access to education was rife, 
there were challenges of interpretation, owner-
ship, inclusivity and capacity. The new government 
that came into power in the year 2003, mandated 
free primary education. There were problems of 
interpretation among the parents who were al-
ready reeling under the weight of the cost of edu-
cation. ‘Free’ to some parents meant that all costs 
i.e. uniforms, text books, lunches, tuition and exer-
cise books would be made available by the school. 
This was because education costs escalated sub-
stantially by these extra items. Free education 
might have been misinterpreted to mean a hugely 
increased number of schools to match the popula-
tion attracted by ‘free’ education,  but this was not 
the case. Many children enrolled in the year 2003 
but there few teachers, few books and few schools 
to meet the increase.

Free and compulsory education was included in the 
2010 constitution. This too has raised the concern 
of interpretation on what is now free in education. 
Kenyan primary and secondary schools require 
uniforms. These are costly items for most parents 
especially in the rural and the urban slum areas. 
The constitution includes the item compulsory 
education and yet there are not enough schools 
to meet the school-going population. A mandatory 
schooling for a standard one child of seven years 
would require a school within the radius of two ki-
lometers from the home. This is not the case, even 

in 2014. The constitution has alluded to the fact 
that communities should share the cost in the pro-
vision of new schools. This requirement laughs in 
the face of the notion of universalizing access to 
free education, because many parents cannot af-
ford the costs of building new schools. 

Quality of education involves provision of both 
teaching and learning resources. To date, Kenya 
has many trained teachers but few have been hired 
and the enrollment in public schools often outnum-
bers available teachers. Availability of text books 
to the student ratio is another challenge to quality 
education in public primary schools.

Uwezo Kenya, a research team since 2009, has 
been carrying out studies in the country and the 
region asking “Are Our Children Learning?  Using 
the English and numeracy tests set for standard 
two, the Uwezo team found that only a third of the 
children in standard three are able to pass both 
sets of tests, less than two out of three children 
in standard four can pass while one tenth in class 
seven can pass in both tests. The Uwezo team has 
made claims that this study has served to high-
light the state of learning in primary schools. On 
a given day, the report says that 10% of teachers 
are absent from school (Nairobi 17%, Narok 21%) 
with a significant number of students also absent 
(Uwezo, 2012).

According to “Assessing Progress in Africa toward 
the Millennium Development Goals 2012” Kenya 
is among African countries that have increased 
by 20% or more their net enrollment in primary 
education (www.uneco.org). But Uwezo Kenya has 
served to demonstrate in the last four years of 
their research that although significant progress 
has been made in access to education, quality has 
not been at all commensurate. 

Reference

Boit, L. (2004) Targeting Quality Education in Ken-
ya in the Face of Universalizing Access, In NOR-
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Education-for-International–Understanding: A kind of Politics 
Necessary for Teachers in the Era of Globalization

WAN Xiu-lan, Zhejiang Normal University, China and Editor, Chinese version of 
NORRAG News

wanxiulan@foxmail.com

Keywords: globalization era, teachers’ political 
quality, education-for-international-understand-
ing 

Summary: If politics is about dividing friends from 
enemies, in the era of globalization, then the com-
mon problems facing human harmonious develop-
ment in such aspects as the international political 
and economic order, culture exchange, ecological 
construction and national contacts, could  be the 
“enemies” in teachers’ political views, hindering 
the peoples around the world from increasing-
ly becoming “friends”. The awareness of educa-
tion-for-international-understanding is the neces-
sary political literacy for any subject teacher, and 
this will be critical if teachers are to help students 
develop mature international political views.

The German jurist Carl Schmitt thought that pol-
itics is about dividing the enemy and the friend. 
This is a kind of nationalist view of a political con-
cept. Similarly, the former Chairman of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, Mao Zedong, once said, 
“our politics is how to make our enemies fewer and 
fewer, and make our comrades more and more. 
Government with many friends is a good one. On 
the contrary, if it has many enemies, it is a bad one”. 

In different times, in different countries and for 
different interest groups, the concept and conno-
tation of enemy is not the same. This is an issue 
that teachers cannot avoid and which they have to 
think about in their teaching process. Their teach-
ing can make students become enemies or friends 
of international understanding.

If judging enemy and friend is on a position of 
peaceful living and sustainable development of all 
countries and people in the world, then Schmidt 
and Mao Zedong’s definitions also are not about 
pure nationalism; rather they are acceptable. In 
teachers’ politics, the enemy or friend is not limit-
ed to individual and groups, country and national 
group. It can also be specific to good or bad things 
such as a policy, a point of view, a kind of behavior 

of different interest groups, and so on.

In this era of globalization, many common prob-
lems face the harmonious development of human 
beings and might potentially be the ‘enemies’ in 
teachers’ political perspectives. Teachers should 
teach students to think about them correctly and 
deal with them scientifically. For example, hege-
monism and global power politics, unfairness in 
global economic order, hegemonic discourse in 
global cultural communication, pollution in global 
ecological environment, blind and extreme ethno-
centrism or national nihilism or rampant terrorism 
in the country-to-country or nation-to-nation in-
tercourse, and so on, are not conducive to mutual 
respect, amity, unity and cooperation, to support-
ing each other, and to making progress together 
for all the people in the world. To eliminate these 
“enemies” more and more thoroughly, would let 
the people around the world more and more be-
come “friends”.

The awareness and the ability in education-for-in-
ternational-understanding education are an im-
portant political literacy that teachers of any sub-
ject must possess, and they should be reflected 
as fully as possible in the teachers’ selection of 
teaching goals and contents. Teachers should help 
and encourage students to make contact with, 
learn from, and respect other countries’ people 
and cultures more and more, in order to consider 
others with equal or even appreciative and sup-
portive mentalities rather than self-glorifying and 
self-righteous ones, and to judge the disputes in 
the international affairs with fair, just and global 
positions rather than intolerant and selfish ones.
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NORRAG and its Objectives: 28 Years on the Road & Many More to Go
Joost Monks, and Michel Carton, NORRAG, Geneva

Emails: joost.monks@graduateinstitute.ch; michel.carton@graduateinstitute.ch

What started as the Northern Research Review 
and Advisory Group (NORRAG), as it was first 
called in 1985, has evolved into the Network for In-
ternational Policies and Cooperation in Education 
and Training. The acronym remains, but NORRAG’s 
scope has grown and has entered a challenging 
phase of its history, building on 28 years of sus-
tained dedication by its founders and supporters. 

Starting as a small Northern based “family busi-
ness”, NORRAG is now transforming itself into 
a global network. This transformation process 
has been going on for some years but had a great 
boost in 2012-13 thanks to a substantial increase in 
the support provided by the Swiss Development 
Cooperation. This includes the professionaliza-
tion of the organisation; the recruitment of new 
staff aiming at a progressive generational change; 
the definition of a novel decentralised knowledge 
production and dissemination strategy; the de-
velopment of new thematic areas of work and the 
diversification of activities and resources thanks 
to a greater involvement of members and new 
sponsors; the exploring  of institutional partner-
ships with like minded groups and organisations in 
the Global South as well as in Europe and the USA 
and, finally, the enhancement of its governance 
with the setting up of an NORRAG Advisory Board 
and the reformulation of NORRAG’s mission and 
objectives. 

Our statement of purpose is articulated around the 
idea of NORRAG as an international multi-stake-
holder network that seeks to inform, challenge 
and, hopefully, influence international education 
and training policies and cooperation. This mission 
translates into 3 objectives, which reflect NOR-
RAG’s global niche as it has developed over the 
last decennia, namely:

•	 To stimulate and disseminate timely, con-
cise, critical analysis and act as an incuba-
tor for new ideas

•	 To serve as a knowledge broker at the in-
terface between research and policy

•	 To promote North-South and South-
South-North cooperation and institutional 
partnerships

The theory of change notion behind these objec-
tives and the work NORRAG performs broadly 
rests on our firm belief that by creating and shar-
ing the right multidisciplinary information to and 
amongst the right stakeholders at the right time, 
we contribute to creating the conditions for bet-
ter informed and evidence-based design and im-
plementation of fair and effective education and 
training policies. 

In terms of our first objective, getting the balance 
right between merely reporting, disseminating 
and synthesising, on the one hand, and offering an 
added value by providing an analytical and critical 
account of a particular development, on the other, 
is something that has concerned NORRAG from 
the beginning and which remains at the heart of 
our work. An enhanced emphasis is being put on 
serving as an incubator for innovative ideas and 
approaches and by trying to break down silos be-
tween communities and groups of stakeholders. 
For instance, our new programme on “Conflict and 
Education” is an illustration of this attempt: By 
bringing together and crossing insights from the 
world of conflict and peace-building with the world 
of education and training, which today are still of-
ten separate academic and practitioner silos, new 
perspectives are emerging and novel approaches 
can be tested. In this work NORRAG clearly ben-
efits from its strategic location in Geneva and its 
relations with the Graduate Institute of Interna-
tional and Development Studies. Another illustra-
tion is provided by the work we have started on 
the “Global Governance of International Education 
and Training”. By organising a multi-stakeholder 
workshop in Geneva we seek critically to reflect 
on shifting trends in the global governance of ed-
ucation, and contribute to and challenge the policy 
dialogue on global governance arrangements that 
has been emerging in recent years and that will be 
shaping the Post-2015 period and its aid architec-
ture. We plan to make this dialogue global with a 
set of planned debates and discussion sessions in 
the North and the South, starting in China.

By facilitating knowledge production and sharing 
between and among its various stakeholders and 
members – including researchers, practitioners, 
private sector and policy makers- NORRAG serves 
as knowledge broker at the interface between re-
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search and policy, as our second main objective. 
In addition, and in line with our efforts to de-com-
partmentalise communities, we seek to serve as 
an “unusual convener” by bringing together views 
and stakeholders that do not normally come to-
gether or meet. We not only do this in our work-
shop and policy seminars but also through our 
knowledge products, with NORRAG News leading 
the way for 30 odd years and 50 issues. 

NORRAG has always been aware that one of its 
largest challenges is to expand its work and its 
impact in the “global South”, which, of course, is a 
very diverse and heterogeneous reality. Still many 
discussions do take place in the North, be it in 
New York, Geneva or London and often tend to be 
primarily directed by Northern perspectives and 
stakes. The debate on the post-2015 development 
agenda is a good illustration of this, as noted in 
NORRAG’s extensive work on this topic. The voic-
es of the South and South-South perspectives 
and collaboration are too often, we believe, not 
visible and promoted enough. Our third objective, 
henceforth, relates to promoting North-South 
and South-South-North cooperation and bringing 
in perspectives from the South.

New partnerships in the global South have been 
set up in 2013 and a triangular research project 
has been initiated with our South-African and 
Argentinian partners on youth employment and 
skills development. Increased efforts are equally 
being made to decentralise our knowledge pro-
duction and dissemination. In February 2014 the 
Arabic version of NORRAG News was launched 
and this  50th issue of NORRAG News will be avail-
able in Mandarin as well, from October 2014. The 
objective here is not merely to provide our knowl-
edge products in different languages but to grad-
ually develop specific and contextualised con-
tent for the concerned (language) regions and to 
move towards an international editorial process 
in association with our Southern partners. In this 
context, we are happy to see also that our Blog 
(http://norrag.wordpress.com/), launched in 2012, 
has been able to establish itself as a major global 
reference on international education and training 
policies and cooperation, with readership not only 
growing rapidly in the South, such as in India, Ken-
ya or South-Africa, but also with increasing contri-
butions from these countries. 

It would not be appropriate to close this account 
without mentioning a word on the agencies that 
have supported NORRAG and for which we express 
our gratitude. Originally supported by Swedish 

SIDA from 1985, then Swiss Development Coop-
eration (SDC) since 1992, and DFID from the later 
1990s up to 2012, NORRAG is currently funded by 
SDC, with support in kind from NUFFIC (Nether-
lands). In addition the Open Society Foundations 
are providing valuable support to NORRAG News 
and the NORRAG blog since 2014 and The Minis-
try of Higher Education of the Sultanate of Oman 
is supporting the new Arabic edition of NORRAG 
News from February2014 onwards. 

Beyond the invaluable funding support, NORRAG 
thrives on the active participation and engage-
ment of its members and supporters and we are 
continuously looking for ways to enhance this 
(as of March 2014 NORRAG has more than 4,000 
registered members in more than 160 countries, 
45% from the global South). Indeed NORRAG has 
come a long way during the last 30 years and 50 
issues of NORRAG News and we look forward to 
continuing on our road with you as our members 
and supporters.
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Launch of the Arabic Edition of NORRAG News
Hana Ameen, Ministry of Higher Education, Oman; Editor of NORRAG News in 

Arabic

Email: hmameeny@yahoo.com

The 9th of February 2014 is a special date in the 
calendar of NORRAG News. It is the date when 
the first version of NORRAG News in Arabic was 
launched. The event took place in the Ministry of 
Higher Education in Sultanate of Oman under the 
auspices of HE the Undersecretary, Dr Abdullah 
Al Sarmi, and in the presence of Kenneth King, 
Professor Emeritus in the School of Social & Po-
litical Studies at the University of Edinburgh, and 
Dr Hana Ameen, Editor of NORRAG News Arabic. 
The event was attended by a large audience con-
sisting of policy makers, academics and graduate 
students.

NORRAG News Arabic was an outcome of coop-
eration between the Ministry of Higher Education 
and NORRAG’s Professor Kenneth King. I met Pro-
fessor King for the first time at the twelfth UK-
FIET International Conference on Education and 
Development at Oxford University in September 
2013. NORRAG was responsible for one of the 
sub-themes at the Oxford Conference in a series 
of sessions titled ‘The Future of Development As-
sistance’. 

NORRAG has tracked education post-2015 activ-
ities and published working papers by Kenneth 
King and Robert Palmer that articulate the con-
cern about whether the preoccupation with Post-
2015 is genuinely worldwide, or more of a North-
ern NGO or think-tank obsession than something 
debated and discussed in developing countries.

During the 2013 UKFIET Conference Professor 
King raised the issue of the role of the Arab world 
with respect to the Post-2015 agenda. This was 
the first step toward working with NORRAG pol-
icy makers and consultants in researching the 
Post-2015 agenda. Later, the Minister of Higher 
Education in Sultanate of Oman, Dr Rawya Albu-
saidi, decided to fund the publication of NORRAG 
News Arabic as an initiative to encourage schol-
ars, researchers, academics and consultants from 
the Arab world to participate in the International 
Network for Policy and Practice in Education. 

Today there are more than fifty Omani members 
registered with NORRAG News Arabic, and three 

senior Omanis contributed to the first issue of 
NORRAG News Arabic (NN49).  

The launch marks an important moment in interna-
tional education when the debate about the next 
Development Goals and Education for All Goals 
is reaching a climax. Indeed, Oman’s Ministry of 
Education provided the venue for the Global Edu-
cation for All Meeting in 12-14 May 2014.  This was 
another milestone furthering the agreement on 
education and training in the Post-2015 develop-
ment agenda.

The inaugural Arabic issue is highly relevant to the 
current debate because the focus is entirely on 
Education & Development in Post-2015 Develop-
ment Landscapes. This issue of NORRAG News on 
Teachers should also be relevant to the Global Ed-
ucation for All Meeting in May 2014 in Oman.

The goal is to reach as many researchers, academ-
ics and consultants from the Arab world as possi-
ble and encourage them to take part in NORRAG 
activities and cooperate with members of NOR-
RAG from other parts of the world in sharing cur-
rent information on key issues that shape educa-
tion worldwide.  
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NORRAG News in Chinese – October 2014
WAN Xiu-lan, Zhejiang Normal University, 

& Editor, Chinese Version of NORRAG News

Email: wanxiulan@foxmail.com

I am looking forward to the coming Chinese version of NORRAG News (NN) in October 2014. It will provide 
an important and easy-to-access platform for the potentially large number of Chinese readers of NORRAG 
News in Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore and other areas to learn about the articles from the 
English version of NN. Among these readers, there would be many scholars and government officials. This 
platform may help the improvement of practical policies in these areas. It will also help NN attract more 
Chinese contributors to participate in the review of policies and cooperation of international education and 
training, and to accelerate further educational exchange and cooperation around the world.
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Learning, training and development: A NORRAG special issue of  
International Development Policy 2014

International Development Policy Team, IHEID, Geneva

To what extent can the tension between education as a fundamental human right or as a strategic tool in 
support of economic growth be reconciled? How does commodity-dependence influence education policy 
and practice? What is the role of vocational training vis-à-vis university education in developing countries? 
Are MOOCS and Chinese cooperation a game changer for higher education in Africa? And how does stu-
dent migration sit vis-à-vis the globalisation of knowledge? These and other questions lie at the heart of 
‘Learning, Training and Development’, a collection of essays exploring 50 years of international discourse 
surrounding education and development. Drawing on examples from Africa, Asia and Latin America, the ar-
ticles examine issues hitherto largely neglected, but of increasing relevance to researchers and policymak-
ers. Scholars and practitioners examine shifts in global education policy and practice and review lessons 
learned and future prospects in the Post-2015 context as new actors and technologies contribute to recon-
figuring the education sector.

This special issue of International Development Policy builds on research carried out by NORRAG. It re-
flects some of NORRAG’s characteristics: the authors come from multiple constituencies and are involved 
in North-South research partnerships. Additional contributors have been brought in from outside the Net-
work to address specific issues such as the likely impact of massive online open-access courses in Africa 
or knowledge and migration. Draft chapters were presented and discussed at an international workshop 
in Geneva in September 2013. This was followed by intense exchanges between the authors and external 
reviewers, including an anonymous peer review of the special issue as a whole.

International Development Policy (DevPol) is a critical source of analysis of development policy and inter-
national cooperation trends and is aimed at scholars, policy-makers, development professionals, and jour-
nalists. It offers a diverse range of academic views from both industrialised countries and emerging econ-
omies. DevPol is edited by The Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, an institution 
of research and higher education dedicated to advancing world affairs. Located in Geneva at the heart of an 
international centre of multilateral governance, The Graduate Institute benefits from a rich legacy linked 
not only to the founding of the international system and the League of Nations in the 1920s, but also to the 
emergence of the developing world in the 1960s. For more information, please visit: www.devpol.org

Contributors
Patrick Aebischer, President of the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL) 

Manzoor Ahmed (PhD), Senior Adviser at the Institute for Educational Development (IED), BRAC Universi-
ty, Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Fritz Brugger (PhD), Consultant

Nicholas Burnett (PhD), Principal and Managing Director at Results for Development Institute – R4D 

Alexandra Draxler (PhD), Independent Consultant on Education and Development, formerly UNESCO 

Gérard Escher, Senior Advisor to the President EPFL

Denise Efionayi, Deputy Director of the Swiss Forum for Migration and Population Studies, Neuchâtel 
University
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Ana García de Fanelli (PhD), Researcher at CONICET in the area of Higher Education, Buenos Aires

Claudia Jacinto (PhD), Senior Researcher at the Institute of Economic and Social Development (Instituto 
de Desarrollo Económico y Social - IDES), Buenos-Aires, Argentina 

Kathlen Lizarraga (PhD), Consultant to the Government of Bolivia, IDB and UNICEF and senior researcher 
at the Institute for Advanced Development Studies (INESAD), La Paz, Bolivia

Dimitrios Noukakis, Senior Program Manager MOOCs, EPFL

Etienne Piguet, Professor, Neuchâtel University

Lesley Powell (PhD), research associate at Nottingham University, UK

Simon McGrath (PhD), Professor of International Education and Development, School of Education, Uni-
versity of Nottingham
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NORRAG’s Latest Survey – a First Overview
Robert Palmer, Independent Consultant and Editor of NORRAG NEWSBite

Email: rpalmer00@gmail.com

Over a two month period to mid-May 2014, NORRAG conducted an online survey of individuals who are 
linked to NORRAG in order to assess their opinion of how NORRAG was doing. Many thanks to the 350 indi-
viduals who responded to this survey! About 55% of respondents were from the Global South. The bulk of 
responses came from individuals affiliated to the university sector (39%). Bilateral and multilateral agen-
cies accounted for 10%, government departments 11%, consultants 16% and NGOs 15%.  

The report of the survey is still being written up, but below is just a quick comment on one of the questions 
which asked you about your views on NORRAG’s new set of objectives1.  Overall there were a lot of positive 
reactions to what were repeatedly referred to as very ambitious proposed objectives, and there were a 
lot of comments which NORRAG should address. For example, a number of you asked: how will these very 
ambitious objectives be translated into concrete activities and how will these be measured and monitored? 
Others of you were not comfortable with some of the language, ‘knowledge broker’, ‘incubator’ or ‘North-
South and South-South-North’. 

The survey results about new approaches, about relevance of content and other matters will all help to 
shape the future of NORRAG. 

1  These are: 

•	 To stimulate and disseminate timely, concise, critical analysis and act as an incubator for new ideas; 

•	 To serve as a knowledge broker at the interface between research and policy; 

•	 To promote North-South and South-South-North cooperation and institutional partnerships. 
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Dedicated to Education for All: The Lifework of Ingemar Gustafsson
Christine McNab, University of Stockholm

Email: mcnab48@gmail.com

Ingemar Gustafsson, a dear colleague of many 
readers of NORRAG News, passed away in 2012, 
aged just sixty-nine years.  His death has been a 
great loss to all of us who worked with Ingemar 
and therefore a group of us decided that his life-
work, promoting and supporting education for all, 
should not go unremembered. 

Ingemar wrote many papers, memos and articles 
on different aspects of education and develop-
ment, starting in the 1980s, and continuing after 
his retirement. As Head of Sida’s Education Divi-
sion, Ingemar was particularly focused on the Ed-
ucation for All movement, and on vocational and 
skills education. Later, as Head of Sida’s Methods 
Division, Ingemar worked more broadly with ques-
tions of how to effectively support developing 
countries through international development co-
operation programmes. Both aspects of his work, 
i.e. education for development, and methods of 
development cooperation, are reflected in the col-
lected work, published by the Institute of Interna-
tional Education, Stockholm University, with the 
title Dedicated to Education for All: the Lifework 
of Ingemar Gustafsson.

The book is divided into six parts, and the articles 
within each part are presented chronologically.  
The areas covered are: Education for All, Educa-
tion for Rural Transformation and Production, His-
torical Perspectives on Swedish Aid to Education, 
Capacity Development in Development Coopera-
tion, The Association for the Development of Edu-
cation in Africa (ADEA), and Knowledge Societies.

As we worked through the archive of Ingemar’s 
papers, it became evident that he had chroni-
cled through several decades some of the major 
themes of education and development, and not 
only from a Swedish/Sida viewpoint.  His human-
ism, curiosity, dedication to the task in hand, and 
his sympathetic observations of the challenges 
we faced in the development arena, shine through 
the collected writings.  It was not always easy to 
decide which papers to include, which to leave in 
their folders, but the choice was informed by our 
knowledge, through many years of collaboration 
and friendship, of what mattered to Ingemar. He 
was a natural educator, and some of the papers 

were written specifically to educate people on 
the nature of development cooperation, on edu-
cation and development, and how this had been 
approached not only by Sida but also by the wider 
development community. 

The papers included in this collection range from 
early 1980s’ considerations of education and de-
velopment, to macro-questions of what we mean 
by knowledge development. I will highlight just a 
few of the topics covered in this book. Ingemar’s 
own doctoral research in the 1980s was centered 
on education with production, with the wider ques-
tion of the role of education in the transformation 
of rural areas. This was a topic he returned to on 
retirement, working with Lavinia Gasperini of the 
FAO on education for rural transformation and 
production: their joint paper included as Chap-
ter Five.  In between times, and especially in the 
context of Sida Education Division, Ingemar was 
promoting support to Education for All, and more 
specifically the nascent organization Donors to 
African Education, which in 1997 became the Asso-
ciation for the Development of Education in Africa 
(ADEA). Ingemar chronicled the evolution of ADEA 
in a paper written for a University of Oslo seminar 
series on education in Africa, in 1998, included as 
Chapter Twelve.  A more personal note is a memo 
written at the request of ADEA in 2008:  ADEA’s 20 
Years, A Personal Reflection, (Chapter Thirteen) 
which begins with the words “Oh, gosh, Twenty 
years and five hundred words!”.  In the final paper in 
the volume, on Knowledge and Knowledge Societ-
ies, written for Sida in 2009, Ingemar brings back 
together many of the themes of his earlier papers, 
in particular capacity development and what edu-
cation means, for whom, with what content and in 
what context, both in local society and in a rapidly 
globalizing world, questions which Ingemar re-
flected on so well in his life’s work and writings.

Christine McNab, co-editor with Agneta Lind, Berit 
Rylander and Mikiko Cars, of Dedicated to Educa-
tion for All: The Lifework of Ingemar Gustafsson, 
Stockholm, 2013, Institute of International Educa-
tion (IIE), Stockholm University. The PDF version is 
available from the IIE, www.interped.su.se
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