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1.  Introduction 

1.1 Background 

At the 18th Conference of Commonwealth Education Ministers (18CCEM) in Mauritius in August 

2012, Ministers established a Working Group to develop recommendations for the post-2015 

development framework for education. The recommendations would reflect Commonwealth 

priorities for education and would be fed into the UN processes for replacing the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) for education and Education for All (EFA) goals (together, the 

Internationally Agreed Goals, or IAGs). The recommendations will be presented to the UN High 

Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda and to UNESCO Education For All. 

The Working Group’s draft recommendations for the structure and content of the post-2015 

framework are informed by the discussions at 18CCEM, the Mauritius Communiqué, statements 

from the 18CCEM Parallel Forums (Post-Secondary and Higher Education Leaders, Stakeholders, 

Teachers and Youth) and background documents prepared for 18CCEM (Education in the 

Commonwealth, Menefee and Bray, 2012) and the 18CCEM Issues Paper and Synopsis 

(Commonwealth Secretariat, 2012b). Draft recommendations were shared with Commonwealth 

ministers of education, together with Commonwealth civil society, strategic partners and other 

stakeholders. The Commonwealth Education Ministers recommendations to the architecture of 

the post-2015 framework and their priority areas for education are a result of this process. 

The Background Paper explores these approaches and primary areas in order to provide a 

substantiated basis for further refining the recommendations for the architecture and for 

prioritising areas of education which Members of the Working Group identified should be 

addressed in the post-2015 framework. 

1.2 Outline of the paper 

The paper is structured to provide information on the identified priorities, the structure and 

architecture of the post-2015 framework. It includes background information and critical 

analysis of what is relevant to the specific priorities and recommendations proposed. The 

structure is as follows: 

Section 1 provides an introduction to the document and outlines the process undertaken to 

reach the final analysis and recommendations. 

Section 2 provides a rationale for why the Commonwealth perspective is important. It focuses on 

the premise and significance of the Commonwealth in the light of its diversity, breadth, common 
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values, convening power and ability to represent smaller countries, and identifies the 

importance of having the interface of values and education reflected in the new framework.  

Section 3 provides a brief overview of the changed development landscape to which the new 

framework should respond. It highlights changed perceptions of the role and responsibilities of 

governments, the private sector, and non-state actors, and changes in the perception of the role 

and purpose of education itself. This analysis identifies the importance of a multi-sectoral 

approach to development, while retaining focus on specific development outcomes. 

Section 4 provides an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the current development 

framework. It concludes that the framework represented a certain paradigm consensus on 

poverty reduction strategies, which fostered clear advocacy messages on certain key outcomes, 

and this enabled opportunity to leverage resources only around these outcomes. It also 

concludes that there are areas in the IAGs that sometimes overlap, lack clarity, exclude critical 

areas of development, do not sufficiently focus on equity, and do not reflect a satisfactory 

balance between the interests of developed and developing countries. 

Section 5 reviews a range of options for addressing the new framework, and the potential 

implications of each of these options. This analysis concludes that some aspects of the current 

goals should be retained as the targets have not yet been – and will not be – reached. It further 

concludes that generally the goals should be refined to make them more focussed; goals should 

be expanded to include areas of current global importance, and the overall structure needs to be 

altered, to accommodate both post-EFA and post-MDGs in one framework for synergy. 

Section 6 provides background information and evidence as to the importance of education 

remaining a priority of the development agenda. The section examines the case for continued 

attention to education, in the light of a perceived reduction in the emphasis on education in 

current development discourse. It is argued that education has both an extrinsic value, in its 

catalytic role in adding value to other development efforts, especially economic growth and 

democracy, and an intrinsic value, in that it is of value to humans for its own sake, as both a 

self/human development stimulant and tool to individuals and to society. It concludes that 

important goals in education in the current framework remain unfulfilled and that this work 

needs to be completed. 
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Section 7 identifies and discusses the priority areas resulting from the consultation process with 

Commonwealth stakeholders. Recommendations are proposed for each priority, including goals, 

targets and indicators. These recommendations are not intended to be prescriptive but to form a 

framework for discussion taking into account the Commonwealth specific considerations leading 

to a final recommendation document. 

Conclusion: the findings of the analysis indicate that the new development framework will need 

both to complete the work of the current IAGs, and to set bold and ambitious imperatives which 

respond to the experiences of the past, address a fast-changing global context, and prepare the 

world for the future. Reaching the hardest-to-reach citizens requires new strategies and new 

commitments. This paper recommends that education (be envisaged to) play a central, 

foundational role in guiding the vision and goals of the future development agenda, and that 

three key priorities of Access, Equity and Quality would create and enable a balance. 

The appendix provides a summary of the key structural recommendations for the post-2015 

framework for education in a matrix of the proposed goals for each priority area, including the 

relevant indicators and targets. 

2.  The Commonwealth perspective 

The Commonwealth is an association of 54 countries which is united by shared values and 

principles, and which works towards shared goals in democracy, development, and respect for 

diversity. It lists its shared values as peace and security, democracy, human rights, respect and 

understanding, rule of law, freedom of expression, development, gender equality, access to 

quality health and education, good governance and increased partnership with civil societies 

(Commonwealth Secretariat, 1991). The uniqueness of the Commonwealth is not only its shared 

values but also its diversity, as it consists of developed and developing countries, rich and poor, 

large and small. The Commonwealth is home to two billion citizens of all faiths and ethnicities, 

of which over half are 25 years old or under, and a quarter are under 5 (Commonwealth 

Secretariat, 2012c). 

The end of the MDG and EFA period in 2015 will mark a fundamental paradigm shift in the 

global development framework. The Commonwealth is comprised mainly of developing 

countries, whose funding for development and development priorities are likely to be greatly 

affected by the new development agenda. It is a place where members can come together as 

equals, agree mutual priorities and goals through consensus, and where donor and recipient 

countries can meet outside of the usual donor/recipient relationship. 
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The Commonwealth therefore has a distinctive voice on development, and on education within 

that. It is particularly concerned with the catalytic nature of education, seeing education as a 

foundation to economic growth and democracy rather than an adjunct. It is also uniquely 

concerned with the issues faced by small states, with 32 of its 54 members being considered as 

such (Crossley, Bray and Packer, 2011), and post-conflict countries, with 12 of its members 

currently identified as fragile, conflict or post-conflict affected countries (Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program, 2012a and 2012b; World Bank, 2012). Of the 50 countries to be consulted by UNDP as 

part of the UN’s post-MDG consultation, 16 were members of the Commonwealth, but only four 

of these were small states (UNDP, 2012). The Commonwealth provides a platform for all its small 

states and conflict/post-conflict effected countries to have a voice, as well as speaking as a bloc 

of 54 countries that wish to ensure education remains high on the development agenda.  

The Commonwealth perspective in the process of revising the global goals for development is 

important because of its linkages and networking structure. In addition to its ability to convene 

discussion among states as equals and its citizen-to-citizen links, it also has a worldwide network 

of around 90 professional and advocacy organisations that work at local, national, regional and 

international levels. All play crucial roles in policy, political or social aspects of Commonwealth 

life, and, as such, the Commonwealth post-2015 recommendations will represent the views of a 

large constituency – the population of the Commonwealth is over 2 billion people. 

It is also important because of the convergence of emerging global concerns with traditional 

Commonwealth ones. UNESCO has noted that 

As new challenges are recognized or emerge, the post-2015 policy agenda is expected 

to broaden its scope beyond poverty reduction and economic growth to include 

social and political challenges such as tackling environmental degradation, 

responding to climate change, promoting tolerance, democracy and good 

governance, and ensuring peace and security (2012d: 2). 

These are archetypal Commonwealth concerns, to which the Commonwealth can bring an 

extensive and rich history of experience and knowledge: Commonwealth Ministers of Education 

have been meeting for 53 years, the longest of any sector in the Commonwealth. 

3.  The changed development context 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for All (EFA) goals were adopted 

globally in 2000. The MDGs set out eight headline goals for development, including two directly 
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related to education – and most others inseparable from educational investment (Lewin 2007) – 

while EFA sets out six goals for education. Together, the education MDGs and EFA constitute the 

global development framework for education, and are known collectively as the Internationally 

Agreed Goals (IAGs). The IAG targets were to have been achieved by 2015. 

The context in which the new IAGs will be developed is radically different from that in which 

their predecessors were negotiated and agreed. This is true not only in terms of the global 

economy and international political consensus, but also in terms of education policy. New goals 

will need to be fit for a different purpose. 

At the macro-level, the apparent shift in conceptualisation by some parties, of the role of 

government from provider or guarantor of service delivery, to a regulator of service delivery 

(Gansler and Lipitz, 2006), will undoubtedly affect the design and implementation of the post-

2015 framework. Shifts from the state to NGOs and the private sector in mobilising resources will 

result in a wider range of actors – with more diverse functions and priorities – implementing 

development interventions to achieve the revised IAGs. This implies greater participation of non-

state actors and civil society in the development of policy and management of education 

(Kharas, 2011). However, it should not be assumed that all governments agree with this 

reconceptualisation. Moreover, the obligation to ensure that the right to education is fulfilled 

remains that of government: ‘non-state providers make contributions to educational access but 

remain much less important than public authorities’ (CREATE, 2011: 30). A key question 

therefore is, how willing and able national governments are to make this transition an issue for 

consideration especially among developing countries. 

Combined with this qualitative change is a quantitative change: it is expected by some 

commentators that aid will be reduced in scale and importance globally in the coming decades, 

as governments become increasingly reliant on their own resources (Green, Hale and Lockwood, 

2012). According to Green, Hale and Lockwood, this means that for the new framework ‘new 

arrangements have to be designed to influence governments, whereas the main impact of the 

MDGs was on the aid system’ (2012: 2). They suggest three ways in which this might be possible: 

1. By changing national norms in areas such as women’s rights… 

2.  By directly influencing government decision making… 

3.  By giving civil society organisations and other domestic actors more tools with 

which to lobby, campaign, and secure action by their governments (2012: 3). 
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They go on to suggest six instruments necessary at global and regional levels which, working in 

concert, would be able to ‘nudge things along’ towards these new arrangements at the national 

level: big global norms; global goals and targets; regional goals and targets; global league tables; 

data transparency; and international law. A more comprehensive strategy is needed as the new 

global context and is significantly more complex than the one in 2000. This applies not only to 

the institutional environment, but also to the financial (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2012b). 

As well as changes in the global political environment, there have been fundamental changes in 

the concepts of the role and function of education. It has been argued that the ‘traditional’ 

model of education, which evolved to meet the needs of agrarian or early industrialised 

economies and societies, does not fit the needs of twenty-first century students and society. The 

didactic model is not appropriate in an age with an unprecedented rate of technological 

advancement, a fundamental shift from analogue to digital media1, and societies which aim for 

democratic, collegiate methods to achieve goals as well as hierarchical systems. Skills are 

increasingly seen as important alongside knowledge acquisition. Flexible and adaptable skills – 

soft rather than hard skills – and the ability to apply knowledge creatively and in ways that 

transform well-being and livelihoods are seen as vital for responsive knowledge-based 

economies. Further, educational experiences need to encourage understanding and behaviour 

change about sustainable development and livelihoods if the challenges of climate change and a 

return to sustainable growth that reduces poverty, increases productivity and enhances well-

being are to be overcome. Farrell and Hartwell note: 

The tradition model of education, which is now well-nigh universal, what is called… 

‘the forms of formal schooling’, does not fit with what is now understood about how 

humans best learn and inherently serves very poorly the needs of vast numbers of 

youngsters, particularly those most marginalized by circumstances of birth. And 

society seems generally to be unable to significantly change that model on any large 

scale (2008: 36). 

The reconceptualisation of education is moving it away from it being a stand-alone sector. The 

need to tackle HIV/AIDS more effectively; inclusiveness responding to gender differentials 

                                                           

1 Many countries simply do not have the level of ICT infrastructure (in terms of hardware and the skills 
necessary to make it functional) to support a version of twenty-first century skills which relies heavily on digital 

media, and the import of models based on these skills to contexts which cannot support existing 
infrastructures, risks exacerbating the digital divide. 
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building gender disparities and gaps, the effectiveness of school feeding programmes in 

increasing attendance; the efficacy of de-working programmes in increasing academic 

performance; the involvement of business in effective technical and vocational education and 

training (TVET) programmes: all these point towards a multi-sectoral approach to development. 

The original IAGs were based around an explicit assumption of the demarcation of sectors; these 

boundaries are no longer clear. This means that sectoral goals may be difficult – and undesirable 

– to establish, and harder to implement and monitor. 

4.  Strengths and weaknesses of the current framework 

There is extensive discourse on the strengths and weaknesses of the current framework based on 

data obtained in response to the established mediums for reporting targets. The findings 

indicate that while there are strengths in the consensus and advocacy aspects of the goals and 

overall aim, there are many weaknesses in the implementation of the interventions and the 

measurement of the achievement of the targets. Many of these have been articulated in the 

work of Lewin, 2012. 

4.1 Strengths of the IAGs 

The common desire to meet the goals has been instrumental in mobilising and targeting 

financial and technical resources. The IAGs have been extremely influential as an advocacy tool, 

as a means of attracting and channelling development assistance, and in shaping the desired 

outcomes and hence modalities of development interventions (UN System Task Team on the 

Post-2015 UN Development Agenda, 2012c). Their simplicity and brevity have meant that people 

who are not development experts have been engaged in tracking progress. The goals therefore 

provide a focus for public advocacy efforts such as the Global Campaign for Education, and also 

for internal lobbying for resources within development agencies, as the goals are aligned clearly 

with results frameworks. 

Fukudu-Parr notes three ways in which the MDGs have been instrumental in shaping the 

international development debate: 

First, the MDGs institutionalized the consensus on ending poverty — their broad 

purpose as a whole or a package — as an international norm. 

Second, the MDGs have come to reshape the concept of ‘development’ to mean ending 

poverty. 

Third, the MDGs have helped defining poverty as a multidimensional deprivation in 

the lives of people, including such dimensions as education, health, environment, food, 
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employment, housing, and gender equality – or ‘human poverty’ (2012: 3). 

Although there appears to be a positive correlation between the MDGs and increased financing 

for social development (UN, 2012a), it is less clear that they have influenced countries’ national 

policies (Fukudu-Parr, 2012). However, the IAG indicators do provide a ready-made framework to 

which education sector plans can be aligned, facilitating international comparison of outcomes. 

Based on the above points, any new framework should capitalise on the positive dimensions, 

concentrating on the demonstrated strengths of the IAGs. This means trying to maintain the 

momentum of the IAGs in leveraging resources, and retaining aspects of the IAGs which 

contribute to this such as simplicity, measurable outcomes, brevity and utility as an advocacy 

tool. 

4.2 Weaknesses of the IAGs 

While there are a number of positive aspects to the IAGs in shaping and facilitating the global 

agenda, there are some notable weaknesses that have impacted on the effective implementation 

of the framework. Some of these detailed below. 

Fukudu-Parr notes six weaknesses of the MDGs: 

i. Poorly designed development goals. 

ii. Composition is too narrow and excludes important dimensions of development. 

iii. Lack of attention to important norms and principles, in particular falling short of 

human rights standards. 

iv. Lack of attention to equality. 

v. Unbalanced international political economy. 

vi. Distortion of national priorities (2012: 11-12). 

i. Poorly designed development goals  

Some indicators are ambivalently or vaguely constituted, which makes measurement and 

comparison difficult, or they overlap and are redundant. Definitions are ambiguous and 

therefore pose difficulties in assessing outcomes. 
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MDG 2 (universal primary education – UPE) and MDG 3 (gender parity) overlap. If UPE is 

achieved, then by definition all girls and boys attend school, so a separate measurement of 

gender parity in enrolment is arguably redundant (Vandemoortele, 2012). However, as Melamed 

notes, 

the experience with the current education target, which is set at 100 per cent 

attendance, illustrates that this is not quite sufficient – there are still huge equity 

issues relating to attendance and to quality in the education sector, even after 12 

years of a 100 per cent target (2012: 10). 

With regard to EFA, Goal 6 is: ‘Improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring 

excellence of all so that recognised and measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, 

especially in literacy, numeracy and essential life skills.’ How quality is defined – and measured 

– is a highly-contested area, and it is not clear how everyone can be excellent, unless one refines 

‘excellence’ to mean ‘achievement of one’s potential’. As Burnett and Felsman note, 

That four of the six current EFA goals have had little impact has been due 

significantly to the very general way in which they are defined, permitting countries 

to interpret them as they will, including in some instances doing nothing about them 

(e.g. early childhood in many countries, adult literacy in most) (2012: 23). 

As well as reflecting the compromises necessary to achieve the consensus required to adopt the 

goals globally, problems also arise from having two sets of goals: MDGs and EFA. As UNESCO 

notes, ‘due to flawed design these education goals are technically overlapping and limited in 

scope’ (UNESCO, 2012a: 4). For example, both MDG 3 and EFA 5 deal with eliminating gender 

parity. MDG 3 is stated as ‘Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, 

preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015.’ EFA 5 is stated as 

‘Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005, and achieving 

gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls’ full and equal access to and 

achievement in basic education of good quality.’ The MDG speaks of gender parity, whereas the 

EFA speaks of gender parity and equality. UNESCO explains EFA 5 thus: ‘This goal calls for an 

equal number of girls and boys to be enrolled in primary and secondary school by 2005 

(UNESCO, ND). However, the goal is actually more complex, with enrolment being only one 

factor. The definition of ‘equality’ is not clear, but it might include the opportunities available to 

each gender in school, gender-based violence and differential learning outcomes. These might 

entail more qualitative evaluation. There is scope for this in the formulation of EFA 5, but not 

MDG 3. 
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Having two sets of targets also makes it harder for education sector plans to align their results 

frameworks with global goals; increases monitoring and reporting requirements; and allows for 

greater scope of interpretation of goals, meaning that the lowest common denominator is used. 

More than one indicator to measure similar outcomes, together with the lack of definition of 

indicators, creates competing targets, and confusion on the achievement of the established 

goals. 

It is important for clarity and focus that the number of goals be kept to the minimum. 

Consequently the two frameworks should be aligned so that they effectively constitute a single 

framework for education structured with two levels of goals. The first level would comprise a 

small number of principal goals – goals which capture a major dimension, as in the current 

MDGs. Each principal goal would contain a small number of subordinate goals. These second 

level goals would be more technical, like the current EFA goals. 

ii. Composition is too narrow and excludes important dimensions of development 

The IAGs for education have encouraged development financing to coalesce around a limited 

number of results in a few development areas. Given the length of time since the goals were 

agreed, the allocation mechanisms for funds are well established in channels which contribute 

to these results. Melamed notes that ‘the existing MDGs produced something of a perverse 

incentive to elevate quantity over quality in the provision of education’, but that ‘It is well 

known that attendance at school does not necessarily reflect adequate learning’ (2012: 9). 

iii. Lack of attention to important norms and principles 

Fukudu-Parr (2012) states that the human rights aspects of the goals were problematic as key 

development principles such as participation and accountability were not clearly structured or 

delineated, although it could be argued that the education goals were framed in a rights-based 

approach. Yamin notes that, 

We need systems of global responsibility and global redistribution if we are to have 

an international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights can be fully realized (2012: para 6). 

Another criticism was that gender equality and women’s empowerment were weaker goals than 

originally envisaged (Hulme, 2007). Given the emphasis on shared values in the Commonwealth, 



Commonwealth Ministerial Working Group on the Post-2015 Development Framework for Education 

 

Page | 15 

 

the Commonwealth could contribute to the re-framing of the goals along more inclusive and 

democratic lines. 

iv. Lack of attention to equality 

The IAGs aim for equity but do not specify how inequalities can be addressed through the goals. 

The framework and goals are neutral on the question of inequity and disempowerment. 

Inequality leads to economic inefficiency, political conflict, and institutional frailty, and, 

although the relationship is complex, explicitly targeting the disadvantaged can contribute to 

development outcomes and economic growth (World Bank, 2005; McKinley, 2009). It has 

therefore been argued that explicit targeting of the disadvantaged should be included in the 

framing of future goals (Fukudu-Parr, 2012). 

v. Unbalanced international political economy 

Goal 8 of the MDGs (the global compact) in particular does not address the geo-political and 

economic imbalances which condition development. The goal is vague, making measurement 

difficult. Hulme and Scott, as well as seeing the development of the MDGs as being led by rich 

country interests, argue that ‘the overriding determinant of state action continues to be self-

interest, and at present states do not see the MDGs or global poverty reduction as being 

particularly important to that state-interest (2010: 11). Among other issues, they state that ‘any 

future goals should ensure that national goals are set at the national level, ideally as part of a 

democratic process, and are not set globally’ as ‘the link between global goals and national 

development strategies has been problematic’ (2010: 12). If this view is accepted, it then follows 

that, at least, national control of some aspects of goal determination would be necessary, along 

with integration into national plans and policies. Finally, as McKinley notes, 

Fostering greater equity (such as in educational attainments) might well enhance 

longterm growth. But how likely is such an impact in a capitalist economy based on 

an unequal distribution of wealth and power? (2009: 4). 

vi. Distortion of national priorities 

International pressure to conform to the IAG agenda is strong in fragile states and those that are 

aid dependent, especially when the IAG targets are used as the basis for aid allocations. UNESCO 

(2012) advocates for national ownership and priority setting in different national circumstances 

and through different means of implementation, arguing for the need to resist a ‘one-size-fits-

all’ approach, instead balancing global agenda setting with national target setting. The pressure 
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to meet the goals meant that resources for other national priorities might be reduced. Having 

the same target and deadline for all countries regardless of disparate baselines means that some 

countries will be determined to have failed if they do not meet the targets in 2015, even though 

they may have made great progress. 

Other weaknesses 

There has been criticism that the original IAGs were too comprehensive and reflected more of a 

wish list without a clear conception of how they would be implemented, financed or how they 

fitted into other aspects of the global development architecture. In addition, there has been 

feedback relating to areas such as the lack of participation and engagement from countries, 

especially developing countries; the lack of an exit strategy and assumed success; and that the 

goals did not address how the division of roles and responsibilities for implementation would 

work effectively (Lewin, 2012; UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda, 

2012b). The UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda states that this 

means 

The multilateral trade, finance and environmental architectures will need to be 

reassessed to ensure greater coherence such that they can more effectively enable 

implementation of the post-2015 agenda. Democratic deficits in some of the 

institutions of global governance will need to be addressed to ensure legitimacy in 

their decision-making. Greater coherence will also need to be sought between global 

and regional mechanisms of global governance (2012a: 30-31). 

The lack of an exit strategy is important as many institutions have been set up to implement the 

current IAGs. The transition to a new framework needs to take this into consideration and should 

not be so abrupt or so dramatic as to undermine these structures. Existing institutions and 

modalities should be allowed to evolve with the changing goals, as drastic change is not possible 

or desirable 

One of the notable weaknesses is related to the development of the previous goals which was 

felt, especially by developing countries, to be non-participatory (Vandemoortele, 2012). The new 

process therefore needs greater involvement and engagement with and of national governments, 

regional organisations and multi-lateral agencies in designing the post-2015 development 

framework for education at all levels. In addition, the goals should be globally relevant and 

applicable to all countries regardless of socio-economic development. 
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While the MDGs contained a sub-goal focussed on small states (Goal 8c: ‘Address the special 

needs of landlocked developing countries and small island developing States’), it has not been 

clear that sufficient attention has been paid in the implementation of the IAGs to the tension 

between global models and the particular circumstances of small states. The focus on small 

states should be retained and re-emphasised in the new development framework, which should 

be sufficiently flexible to accommodate diverse national characteristics. 

5.  The options 

The public discourse is that it is important that the post-2015 framework consider a range of 

options as one option is neither plausible nor desirable given the differential progress achieved 

to date and the importance of achieving those goals that are not yet attained. The scope and 

shaping of the post-2015 development agenda are crucial elements in the effective design and 

implementation of a framework that would address all education issues within the development 

framework and the need for a balance across the development landscape and their potential 

implications. 

The UN Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA, 2012), for example, suggested the emergence of 

three main options for the post-2015 framework: 

i. Retaining the current MDGs and extending the timeline;  

ii. Restructuring the MDGs, to eliminate overlaps and include issues originally omitted (‘MDG-

plus’); 

iii. Replacing the MDGs completely with an alternative framework which would focus on: 

transforming the structure of the economies of developing countries; developing 

internal economic institutions to facilitate and sustain structural transformation; 

strengthening the capacities of developing countries for greater reliance on domestic 

resources and revenue; and spawning formal and entrepreneurial skills (UNECA, 

2012: 131). 

Lewin (2012) suggests three additional possibilities for the IAGs: 

iv. IAGs ‘lite’: a two-tier framework, with high level goals linked to regions/groups and context, 

and lower level goals linked and defined at national or regional level. 

v. IAGs ‘heavy’: a standardised framework with detailed global specifications linked to 

performance and funding. 
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vi. IAGs ‘Rest In Peace’: termination of a global framework; IAGs would cease, replaced by 

separate national, bilateral and multilateral projects. 

The following are the principal options being considered for the post-2015 structure 

 

i. Retaining the existing goals would mean that the existing planning, implementation and 

monitoring structures could be retained, political momentum sustained, and countries which 

commenced in 2000 from a low starting point would have time to achieve the goals. This option 

would pose some major challenges as it would not be responsive to the changed global political 

and economic environment, and would shift the discourse from a global agenda to only those 

countries who will not have met the goals by 2015. 

ii. Restructuring the goals would allow them to respond to the changed context, and for the re-

prioritisation of areas of action. This would allow for inclusion and provide structure and process 

for current priorities such as inclusive economic growth, skills for employment, climate change, 

quality and equity. This would also allow for the structure to be designed to address the 

identified weaknesses and strengths. 

iii. Replacing the goals would require constructing a new approach to development which is not 

based on aid but on a more comprehensive and cohesive international agenda. The aim of 

structural transformation would focus on development ‘enablers’ rather than development 

‘objectives’ (UNECA, 2012). While aiming to transcend geostrategic blockages to development, 

this approach risks losing what remains of the international consensus around the elimination of 

poverty, although by re-designing the system in the light of the learning from the IAGs, it has the 

potential to be more focussed and effective. 

i. Retaining the current IAGs 

ii. Restructuring the IAGs 

iii. Replacing the IAGs 

iv. A two-tier framework of global level and linked national goals 

v. Standardised, detailed global specifications linked to performance and funding 

vi. Termination of the IAGs 
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iv. Two-tier goals would make the framework less simple, and lose the sense in the MDGs that 

all areas of poverty reduction intervention have of equal weight. This structure would provide a 

way of combining competing frameworks (such as education MDGs and EFA), thus increasing 

focus, efficiency and impact, and allow more realistic national or regional level goals responsive 

to different initial conditions, national priorities, and available resources to be set under the 

umbrella of a global framework. Some differentiation based on contextual realities is necessary to 

successful attainment. Differentiation might take the form of different attainment levels, or of 

different timescales for achieving targets. Differentiated goals make specific targets more 

possible, measurable and more accountable. Country-specific targets would allow greater 

specificity in indicators, and allow for secure national ownership within a global framework. 

v. A unified global framework would increase standardisation, clarity, efficiency in 

disbursement, and convergence in expectations, but could also result in a lack of situation 

specific relevance, limited resilience and divergence in aspirations (Lewin, 2012). 

Notwithstanding this, the new framework needs to be globally relevant. The MDGs and EFA were 

generally interpreted as applying to low or middle-income countries. However, all education 

systems need to be responsive to demands for greater equity and improved quality, and no 

country has truly 100% participation in the education system, nor 100% adult literacy. The new 

development framework should be constructed such that goals and targets apply to all countries 

or can be adapted to all countries, taking their starting points into consideration. 

vi. Terminating the IAGs would allow countries to follow their own policy priorities. However, 

without a global framework, international comparability in development performance could be 

compromised, and there might be reduced harmonisation and co-ordination among donors; a 

loss of international consensus and a time-bound imperative, and the attendant political will to 

achieve development; a reduced ability to mobilise financing, and increased transaction costs. 

The proposed option includes the positive aspects of options i-iv that should be considered and 

incorporated into the new framework. 
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6.  The case for education in the new IAGs 

The case for education rests on three points. First, education was considered sufficiently 

important in 1990 to be featured in two of the eight MDGs and a separate global framework – 

the EFA goals. Achievement of these goals is not yet complete. Were the narrative arc of the 1990 

education trajectory to be prematurely curtailed, it could be interpreted as an acceptance that 

the steady progress of humanity towards a better future is not guaranteed, and that large 

numbers of people will have to accept that for them and their children life will not be better. 

Second, given the different context of development in 2012 compared to 2000, the case for 

education needs to be re-affirmed. The momentum from its historic importance cannot be 

assumed, and so the contribution education now makes towards development goals needs to be 

re-examined and re-articulated. In some instances, the case for education has moved from 

education for its own sake as an unambiguous public good, to education as a catalyst and value 

The two frameworks of EFA and the education MDGs should be aligned into one, post-MDG 

framework for education.  

The new framework for education should be designed around two levels of goals. 

The first level would comprise a small number of principal goals – the post-MDGs.  

The second level would contain a number of subordinate goals – the post-EFA goals. 

Each goal should include targets for Access, Equity and Quality. 

Important goals have not been achieved and these should be retained. 

Goals can be refined, only if necessary. 

New goals should be introduced only if necessary. 

A two-tier framework would provide a structure to manage global and regional/national 
goals, and align different frameworks in one streamlined structure. 

There should be a limited number of goals and they should focus on outputs. Outputs should 
be measurable within existing reporting structures. Where this is not possible, new 

assessment structures should be simple and not create onerous monitoring and reporting 

requirements. 
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multiplier of other interventions. This does not diminish the intrinsic value of education, but 

recognises that the changed context requires that this value needs to be understood more 

contextually, and interpreted explicitly in the light of its relationship with other sectors. 

Third, education is important not only as a means but as an end. While education is 

instrumental in achieving democracy, economic growth and the fulfilment of human rights – it 

is also of value for its own sake, and the elevation of the human potential. 

6.1 The unfinished business of education  

Since the development, of the IAGs the global environment has changed. The impact of factors 

such as the economic crisis and the re-emergence of environment issues onto the global agenda 

has resulted in education slipping down the priority list, and being in danger of slipping off the 

global development agenda. 

The Secretary-General of the United Nations has noted that he is ‘deeply concerned that 

education is slipping down the international priority list’ (UN, 2012b: 3). The 18CCEM Mauritius 

Communiqué stressed the importance of education as the driver of economic growth and 

development of human capital and further noted the primacy of education in a knowledge-

driven world. However,  

Ministers noted that unless robust advocacy for the pivotal role of education post-

2015 – in the economy, for society, for democracy and for development – is made, 

there was a risk that it might lose its place in the global priorities (Commonwealth 

Secretariat, 2012a: 2). 

Burnett gives four reasons for this decrease in importance: 

1. Education (and human development more generally) has slipped on the global 

agenda as investing in people is no longer considered as overriding as it was. 

2. There is no strong global education movement and no strong UN agency for 

education. 

3. There is a dangerous perception outside the education community that the 

education goals are the closest to success of all the MDGs. 

4. There is much less chance of linking education with international resource flows 

today than there was in 2000, except to low-income countries (2012: 25-26). 
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6.1.1 Progress against the MDGs for education in Commonwealth countries 

The education access and gender parity MDGs are among those goals considered to be the ones 

most likely to be achieved, at least by some countries. However, analysis of these claims shows 

that they are somewhat misleading. For example, with regard to MDG 2 (UPE), the 2012 

Millennium Development Goals Report notes ‘Many countries facing the greatest challenges have 

made significant progress towards universal primary education’ (UN, 2012c: 4). While good 

progress towards achieving UPE in most Commonwealth countries has been made, some 23.3 

million primary age children remain out of school in the Commonwealth. By 2015 only 13 

Commonwealth countries are likely to be near UPE (set at 97% NER) (Menefee and Bray, 2012). 

Menefee and Bray note, ‘there appears to be a stalling of progress in most regions and rapid 

progress in others’ (2012: 35) and ‘while many Commonwealth countries are doing better, some 

are getting worse’ (2012: 34). 

Reaching the hardest-to-reach children requires new strategies and new commitments, 

especially a focus on preventing drop-out, reducing repetition, focussing on universal 

completion, reducing the number of over-age children entering the system, and reaching the 

most marginalised. This implies a multi-sectoral approach: 

The most disadvantaged out-of-school children need additional targeted measures 

and investments, some of which are beyond the field of education and many of 

which are costly and difficult to manage (UNICEF and UIS, 2012: 2). 

MDG3 – Gender parity: The Millennium Development Goals Report 2012 states that ‘The world has 

achieved parity in primary education between girls and boys’ (UN, 2012c: 4). These headlines 

conceal a more complex reality. One of the challenges is the general interpretation that gender 

parity is intended for primary school age children. This gives the public the impression that the 

majority of work in education has been completed. The MDG for gender parity in education 

applies to all levels, not just primary. Parity in secondary and tertiary levels has not been 

achieved and in many countries there has been minimal progress.  

Menefee and Bray note, with regard to secondary enrolment in the Commonwealth, ‘Gender 

inequity is a much more serious issue in secondary enrolment than in primary enrolment and is 

increasing in both scope and scale’ (2012: 45). They go on to note that 

Gender inequity in secondary enrolment persists, and is magnified with growth… At 

least at the margins, in every regional grouping gender inequity in secondary 
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enrolment is forecast to get worse if trends continue (2012: 50). 

Further, in some countries, girls outnumber boys in the classroom; in others, boys outnumber 

girls. UNESCO notes: 

At tertiary level, regional disparities are even greater than at secondary level, with as 

few as six girls for every ten boys in sub-Saharan Africa, while around eight boys for 

every ten girls are studying at this level in North America and Western Europe 

(2012b: 107).  

Therefore the aggregated figure – effectively an average – is misleading, and disguises the non-

achievement of the goal. In reality, much work remains to be done with regard to enrolment 

and gender parity, especially in the Commonwealth. 

6.1.2 Progress against the EFA Goals in Commonwealth countries 

Menefee and Bray (2012) provide a summary of progress against the EFA goals within the 

Commonwealth. Their findings and analysis are summarised as follows: 

EFA Goal 1 – Pre-primary gross enrolment rate: Regionally, there have been strong gains in Asia 

and the Caribbean; slow and uneven gains in Africa; and loss of momentum in the Advanced 

Economies and Pacific regions. However, there is not enough data for regional comparisons of 

net enrolment. Africa has the lowest median pre-primary gross enrolment rate at 29.9 per cent. 

The Advanced Economies have the highest at 81.0, followed by the Caribbean at 80.9. Asia’s rate 

is 53.8; the Pacific’s is 59.8. Intraregional variation is very high: in Africa, the rate ranges from 

2.4 to 96.7; in Asia it ranges from 13.5 to 113.9. The lowest variation is within the Advanced 

Economies, but that still varies between 71.1 and 111.2 per cent. 

EFA Goal 2 – Primary Education: There has been a rapid rise in Net Enrolment Rate in Africa; 

gains in Pacific and Advanced Economies, but a downward movement in Asia and the Caribbean. 

Most out-of-school children are in Africa and Asia; although Africa’s enrolment rates have risen 

dramatically, the number of out-of-school children might also have been increasing because of 

population growth. Regional median gross enrolment rates are: 102.8 in Advanced Economies; 

113.6 in Africa; 103.4 in Asia; 104.2 in the Caribbean; and 108.3 in the Pacific. Within regions 

there is a wide variation, especially in Africa (where countries range from 82.6 to 142.6) and the 

Pacific (60.1 to 117.2). 

EFA Goal 3 – Life Skills: The goal is imprecise, which makes measurement difficult. This has been 

recognised by UNESCO, which has been working on developing indicators, but it notes that 
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‘recent developments will not produce sufficient data in time to measure goal 3 adequately 

before the deadline has passed’ (UNESCO, 2012c: 4). It is worth noting, however, that 461 million 

of the 775 million illiterate adults in the world are in the Commonwealth. 

EFA Goal 4 – Median Distance to EFA Literacy Goal: Africa and the Caribbean are set to exceed 

their goals; Advanced Economies and Asia are within 1.5 points of their goals; but according to 

the data available, illiteracy is growing in the Pacific. In terms of population, 99% of illiteracy in 

the Commonwealth is in Asia and Africa; with four out of five illiterates being in Bangladesh, 

India, Nigeria or Pakistan. 

EFA Goal 5 – Gender Equity: Gender imbalances in enrolment are found to be more serious in 

secondary than primary schooling. In some countries and regions, boys rather than girls are 

disadvantaged (see 6.1.1 above). Regional medians of gender parity index at primary level (GER) 

within the Commonwealth range from 0.96 in the Pacific to 1.00 in the Advanced Economies. 

There are significant intra-regional variations: for example, countries in the Pacific region range 

from 0.89 to 1.06; in Africa they range from 0.86 to 1.04. 

EFA Goal 6 – Quality: This goal has also been found to be difficult to measure, with proxy 

indicators used including expenditures, teacher-student ratios, percentage of trained teachers, 

and standardised test scores such as PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) and 

SACMEQ (The Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality). 

 In terms of public educational spending per student as a proportion of total public expenditures, 

the Advanced Economy countries have the highest proportional expenditures, with a median 

of 21.2 per cent. Africa, the Pacific, and the Caribbean all have medians of approximately 15 

per cent. The Asian Commonwealth countries have the lowest median, at 8.9 per cent. All 

regions demonstrate large intra-regional variations, such as a range of 11.5 to 31.5 in 

Advanced Economies; between 6.6 and 24.6 in Africa; and between 8.0 and 23.5 in the 

Caribbean. 

 The median primary teacher-student ratios in the Commonwealth range from 34.9 in Africa to 

16.0 in Advanced Economies. The Caribbean median is 16.2; Asia is 23.9; and the Pacific 25.0. 

Within Africa, the ratio ranges between 12.5 and 79.3, whereas in the Advanced Economies it 

ranges between 13.8 and 18. 
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 The median percentages of trained teachers in primary and secondary schools respectively are: 

Africa, 88.4 and 81.3; Asia, 80.6 and 78.1; and Caribbean, 65.7 and 40.46. For the Pacific, data 

is only available for primary level (85.4), while there is insufficient data for the Advanced 

Economies. As with the other indicators, there is significant variation within regions. For 

example, in Africa, the percentage of trained primary teachers ranges from 48 to 100 per 

cent; in the Caribbean, the percentage of trained secondary teachers ranges from 30.4 to 89 

per cent. 

Bray and Menefee note that while much has been achieved, gaps remain. Data tend to be 

strongest on EFA 2 (UPE). While it is an important goal, it tends to overshadow the others leading 

to neglect of the broad EFA agenda in countries that had achieved UPE. All goals need 

measurable targets and better data, and it is important to focus on meaningful learning 

outcomes as a dimension of poverty (Lewin, 2012). Looking ahead, in all Commonwealth 

countries further attention is needed to equity and to quality education for all. 

6.1.3 Global progress 

A review of the IAGs indicates that the post-2015 structure of the development framework should 

reflect and recognise the current situation, which re-affirms that millions of children remain out 

of school. Globally, 

The number of primary school age children out of school has fallen from 108 million 

to 61 million since 1999, but three-quarters of this reduction was achieved between 

1999 and 2004. Between 2008 and 2010, progress stalled altogether (UNESCO, 

2012c: 3). 

In terms of MDG 3 and EFA 5, although there has been convergence in enrolment between boys 

and girls, globally there are still 68 countries that have not reached gender parity in primary 

education (girls are disadvantaged in 60 of them), and 97 countries have not reached gender 

parity in secondary education (girls are disadvantaged in 43 of them). There are differences in 

educational outcomes between girls and boys (with girls outperforming boys in some subjects – 

and that gap widening – and boys outperforming girls in others) (UNESCO, 2012c). Finally, as 

UNECA (2012) notes, retaining children in education requires effort as much as enrolling them – 

drop-out is still excessively high in many countries, and ‘most children out of school are drop 

outs, not those who never enrol’ CREATE, 2011: 26). Population growth rates remain very high in 

a number of Commonwealth countries, which mean that the number of children entering the 

education system is continually expanding. 
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UNESCO concludes that ‘progress towards many of the goals is slowing down, and that most EFA 

goals are unlikely to be met’ (2012c: 1). Access to education, disaggregated by gender, must 

therefore remain a core component of the new framework for education, in addition to a 

redefinition of UPE. Cultural factors, which include gender subordination, also have to be 

considered when rethinking the post-2015 framework and ways to set and measure targets. 

6.2 The catalytic role of education – its extrinsic value 

Education has a catalytic function, adding value to other development interventions. Education 

has the primary role in producing the skilled workforce necessary for economic development. It 

is through education that countries can develop the human capital necessary to sustain their 

economic and social wellbeing while having due regard to the needs of future generations.  

Increased education makes an important contribution to societies’ economic growth 

and to the economic fortunes of individuals. Evidence also suggests that for low-

income countries, expansion of primary education represents the best investment. 

For middle income countries, where primary education is typically already 

widespread, increased investment in secondary education tends to have a greater 

impact on economic growth (UN, 2003: 48). 

It has been suggested that the 2000 global goals represented targets which both advocates of the 

neo-liberal economic paradigm who promoted growth and governance issues, and those more 

focussed on the social impact of poverty, could adhere to, by providing a compelling, binding 

unifying principle: poverty reduction as a moral imperative (Fukudu-Parr, 2012). Education 

provides a similar, cohesive imperative: 

A large body of research shows that primary education has a catalytic role in 

improving economic and social conditions among the poorest segments of society, 

including girls, rural dwellers and minorities. An important conclusion is that the 

expansion of educational opportunities is one of the most powerful tools for 

improving such conditions. Another important conclusion is that the expansion of 

educational opportunities is one of the most powerful tools that Governments have 

for promoting both income growth and equality (UN, 2003: 48). 

Education remains key for social and economic development. Ravallion, Squire and Bruno note:  

Policies aimed at helping the poor accumulate productive assets – especially policies 

to improve schooling, health, and nutrition – when adopted in a relatively 

nondistorted framework, are important instruments for achieving higher growth 

(1999: i). 
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Education is also important for democracy and human rights to be fully realised (Commonwealth 

Secretariat, 2003). In order to achieve the twin aims of democracy and development, the mutual 

interdependence of post-2015 Development Framework goals should be emphasised, while also 

focussing on country-specific and globally-specified critical areas for development. This is 

something that was recognised in the original Millennium Declaration, but nonetheless got lost 

as the headline goals became the focus of attention. To refocus the original intent, the revised 

development framework should re-emphasise a multi-sectorial approach to development, along 

with identified key measures of performance. 

It is recognised that growth is necessary but is insufficient if not equitable. Melamed notes that 

Approximately two-thirds of those currently living in extreme poverty are from ethnic 

minorities within their own country. A specific focus on inequality and the most 

excluded throughout the new goals would ensure that policy attention and resources 

are focused on the poorest (2012: 1). 

She argues that solving today’s problems in health and education should be one of the key 

objectives in the post-2015 development agenda. There are clear links between lack of education 

and poverty. Melamed notes that ‘Just under half of the extremely poor live in households where 

the head has “no education”’ (2012: 7). She further notes that problems with education mean 

that it has not had the expected contribution to development. The challenge is that some long-

term aims of education that relate to values and citizenship, are difficult to measure, as is the 

long-term impact that educated citizens will have on the development of their country. A person 

leaving education aged 16 today will retire from the workforce around the year 2061; 

throughout their career they will have used the skills and knowledge gained during their 

education, along with the ability gained at the same time to acquire new skills and knowledge. 

This suggests a long-term view be taken. 

The catalytic view of education is realised in the current framework for education. Some of the 

ways in which education assists in the achievement of the MDGs follow: 

Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger (MDG 1): 

Some 171 million people could be lifted out of poverty – reducing the global rate by 

12% – if all students in low-income countries acquired basic reading skills… Getting 

all children into basic education, while raising learning standards, could boost 

growth by 2% annually in low-income countries (UN, 2012b: 11). 
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Gender equality in education also makes significant contributions to a nation’s 

economic growth and poverty reduction as well as to reduced malnutrition, fertility, 

and child mortality… A one-year increase in schooling of all adult females in a 

country is associated with an increase in Gross Domestic Product per capita of 

around $700 (UNIFEM, ND: 1). 

Further, education quality directly affects individual earnings (Hanushek and Wößmann, 2007), 

while ‘Girls’ education prevents the intergenerational transmission of poverty’ (UN Women, 

2011: 106). 

Promote gender equality and empower women (MDG 3): 

Educated girls tend to become women with greater economic independence. They 

have an increased ability to negotiate and bargain in home, community and 

economic life. Educated girls and women tend to participate more in public life, and 

they can manage natural resources in a more sustainable manner (Panos, 2011: 3) 

Reduce child mortality (MDG 4): 

Reduction in child mortality is closely linked to increase in education, especially of women’s 

education levels. Over half of the reduction in the global mortality of children under 5 years of 

age in the period 1970-2009 is linked to increased education among females of reproductive age 

(Gakidou, Cowling, Lozano and Murray, 2010) (although Desai and Alva (1998) found a weaker 

link, noting that education acts as a proxy indicator for socio-economic status, but that paternal 

education also has a positive link). 

Improve maternal health (MDG 5): 

Although the evidence of a link between maternal education and reduced maternal mortality 

rates is mixed, there is a significant link between these rates and healthcare service access and 

quality (Bulatao and Ross, 2003). Provision of such services relies on an adequate number of 

sufficiently trained health workers. Reducing maternal mortality rates is dependent on a number 

of inter-related variables – a ‘package’ – and  

unless training is to the level of a skilled attendant, community health workers will 

not be able to provide most elements of an effective package of interventions. Thus 

the extent and content of current training, together with the degree to which the 

community health worker is a multipurpose worker, are important considerations [in 

reducing maternal mortality] (Campbell and Graham, 2006: 1293). 
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Combat HIV & AIDS, Malaria, and other diseases (MDG 6): 

Vandemoortele and Delamonica state that ‘education is the best available protection against HIV 

infection’ (2002: 6). Further, ‘an inverse association between the disease burden and the level of 

education exists for most infectious diseases’ (2012: 6). This is not only due to increased 

information and awareness gained through education, but also the increased empowerment of 

educated individuals to change behaviours and to spread information through the community. 

It has been shown that maternal education has a significant effect on children’s immunisation 

status (Desai and Alva, 1998), demonstrating the inter-generational impact of education. 

Ensure environmental sustainability (MDG 7): 

As UNESCO notes, ‘Education is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving 

capacity of the people to address environment and development issues’ (2006: 13). 

The provision of quality education should be explicitly recognised as a fundamental 

precondition for success in development goals in other sectors in the new framework. 

6.3 Education for its own sake – its intrinsic value 

As well as its extrinsic value, education has intrinsic value. The Japan International Cooperation 

Agency (JICA) argues that ‘Providing education to individuals for their empowerment contributes 

to social and economic growth’ (2010: 2). It goes on to note that education  

is a basic right that should be equally enjoyed by all people. Only if people satisfy 

their need for basic learning can they increase the range of choices in their lives and 

develop their independence (2010: 1). 

JICA further notes that beyond this value to the individual, education is essential for society: 

If people acquire wide knowledge, various skills, and deep cultural awareness, they 

can deepen their understanding of circumstances, including themselves and the 

world, develop a sense of values and mutual understanding with others who are 

from different cultures, and contribute to the creation of a peaceful society that 

respects symbiosis. In today’s world, where conflicts frequently occur, this role of 

education has become more and more important (2010: 2). 

It is these social principles that are at the core of Commonwealth values. 

A further argument rests on a combination of the perspectives of education as a means and as 

an end. Education has the ability to increase human capabilities, especially the enhancement of 
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capacities and opportunities and the development of judgement in relation to the appropriate 

exercise of capacities (Saito, 2003). Terzi argues that education is both a basic capability, in that 

its absence is detrimental to the individual, and that it is ‘fundamental and foundational to 

different capabilities’ (2004: 9). Education can also be considered as a means to provide 

‘permanent social protection’, as it raises employability; raises individual permanent income, 

consumption and welfare, which should translate into higher wealth, better housing and greater 

possession of durables; reduces individual income risk, due to longer employment durations; 

can be passed on inter-generationally; and has a positive correlation with output growth 

(Checchi and Salvi, 2010). In framing the goals, then, education’s instrumental value, its intrinsic 

value, and the relation between these, should be considered.  

7.  Commonwealth focus 

Three recurrent core concerns emerged from the process of developing Commonwealth 

recommendations. These are Access, Equity and Quality. There is a clear relation between these 

and the UN Secretary-General’s three priorities for education articulated in Education First – ‘put 

every child in school’, ‘improve the quality of learning’ and ‘foster global citizenship’ (UN, 2012b) 

– with the Commonwealth approach seeing global citizenship as integrated within Equity. 

7.1 Access 

Achieving UPE with renewed emphasis on learning especially in areas of literacy and 

numeracy should continue to be a principal focus. But economic development requires a 

stronger focus on secondary and post-secondary education. The current framework arguably 

focuses on primary education; the new framework should expand to encapsulate not just the 

importance of later (and earlier) levels, but also the articulation between them. Education 

should be seen holistically as a continuum and lifelong. As secondary and post-secondary 

educations have higher unit costs than primary, this means that the second period of a global 

development framework for education may have greater resource implications than the first. 

The goals should recognise that ‘over-age entry to primary school and delayed progression are 

substantial impediments to the achievement of EFA’ in many countries (CREATE, 2011: 28). 

7.2 Equity 

The geography of poverty is changing. One view focuses on the dividing line between poor and 

middle-income countries. Sumner states that the two billion poorest people (those living on 
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US$2 a day or less) currently live in middle income countries (MICs), with 500 million in low 

income countries (LICs), but that 

Even with growth, world poverty us projected to remain split 50/50 between LICs and 

MICs until 2030. Given that some of today/s LICs will be MICs by then, it is possible 

that only a third of the world’s poor will be living in LICs in 2030 (2012: 1).  

Another perspective is that the dividing line is between stable and fragile states, and that 

by 2025, the locus of global poverty will overwhelmingly be in fragile, mainly low-

income and African, states, contrary to current policy preoccupations with the 

transitory phenomenon of poverty concentration in middle-income countries (Kharas 

and Rogerson, 2012: 3). 

Rogerson notes that 

in terms of the numbers, because so many poor are already concentrated in middle-

income but fragile states like Pakistan or Nigeria, which are not predicted to make 

rapid improvements… the two accounts already overlap to a considerable extent 

(2012: para 3). 

Clearly the distribution of poverty – and income – will be central to overcoming poverty. With 

regard to education, the great inter-regional and intra-regional divides in education outcomes 

have been demonstrated above. Moreover, ‘the assessment of progress towards the MDGs has 

repeatedly shown that the poorest and those disadvantaged because of gender, age, disability or 

ethnicity are often bypassed’ (UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda, 

2012c: 3). 

The question of equitable access to quality education for all is not just a matter for LIC and MICs. 

Widening gaps between rich and poor in most countries (Tawil, 2012) have impacts not just on 

access but also on the quality of educational outcomes, creating spirals of disadvantage, as 

poorly-educated individuals are not able to fulfil their potential and therefore experience 

reduced scope for social mobility. While the ideal remains equality of educational experience, 

equitable means of tackling the effects of inequality are required. Compensatory or targeted 

education can help disadvantaged groups towards achieving a more equal share of resources. 

The true costs of education need to be borne in mind in developing inclusion policies – while 

nationally compulsory education may be free in many countries, there are hidden costs, such as 

uniforms, books and stationery, the opportunity cost of not working, and the increasing 

prevalence of accessing private tuition need to be considered – such ‘shadow education’ remains 

a problem, as some households still need to pay significant amounts for private tutorials in 
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countries where this practice exists. Innovative means of promoting inclusion, such as outreach 

programmes targeting excluded groups using existing students, and identifying students early 

who might struggle academically and providing remedial programmes, should be pursued. 

The research shows that while much progress has been made in addressing equity and equality 

issues in education, much remains to be done. According to Lewin, 

Those who remain excluded are disproportionately poor, female in some locations, 

socially/ethnically/linguistically marginalised, with disability, older, remote, rural, 

urban, migrants, displaced, illiterate, and in fragile States. Many are ‘silently 

excluded’ by being enrolled but being poor attenders, overage, low achieving or a 

combination of these attributes (2012: 4). 

This applies not only to access to and completion of education for marginalised or 

disadvantaged groups, but also in the provision of education suitable to their needs. There 

should also be integration with other sectors, including health, social service and business 

sectors, to ensure that education for special groups intersects with the provision of support and 

opportunities outside education. 

Data collection on the links between disadvantage and educational outcomes is getting stronger. 

For example, the World Inequality Database in Education provides a global scorecard ranking the 

extent of education poverty in countries around the world.2 Such data enables a more 

sophisticated approach to targeting the disadvantaged. 

An overarching inclusive strategy for education is required to combat all forms of disadvantage 

and discrimination, including socio-economic status, gender, geography, ethnicity, sexual 

identity and special needs. Ensuring adequate resources for achieving these ‘quality with equity’ 

objectives will require international collaboration to mobilise resources for low-income 

countries and disadvantaged communities. 

Poverty remains the over-riding factor necessitating global development goals. Therefore, equity 

objectives should focus on narrowing the gap in learning outcome achievement related to 

household income, but should also include other disadvantaged or marginalised groups, such 

as those disadvantaged by gender, special needs, location or social group. 

                                                           

2 http://www.education-inequalities.org/. 

http://www.education-inequalities.org/
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7.3 Quality 

Quality teaching and learning should be the principal focus of education systems. A ‘quality 

with equity’ approach, in which quality is developed complementarily alongside equity, 

should be adopted. For the purposes of the goals, indicators of learning outcomes should be 

measurable, and comparable, as well as responsive to different contexts 

Quality of education is a contested and dynamic concept. It has evolved from a focus on inputs 

(qualification of teachers, teacher-pupil ratio, textbook-pupil ratio etc.) to the teaching and 

learning process itself (i.e., the way inputs are used) and the results obtained (the learning 

outcomes). While significant gains have been made in the areas of access and equity, there is still 

great inconsistency among Commonwealth countries in their delivery of quality.  

The development of appropriate knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that enhance individual 

ability to make informed choices and contribute to social and economic development are not 

necessarily reflected in the learning outcomes at the moment. Globally, at least 250 million 

children cannot read or count even if they have spent four years in school (UNESCO, 2012c). 

There is a strong linkage between learning and completion: drop out is affected by numerous, 

often inter-linked factors, but the quality, relevance, safety and learning environment of the 

education experience are among them (CREATE, 2011). Quality needs to be one of the principal 

foundations and focus of the development framework. This will ensure not only access and 

equity but also quality learning outcomes are part of a relevant and effective education system. 

The new framework should therefore have achievement and learning for all at its core. 

Work is currently being done on setting global standards for learning which will be helpful in 

determining minimum standards for education outcomes (Learning Metrics Task Force, ND). It 

should be noted that quality is a relative term, based on context: 

Educational quality likely means something very different for a suburban school in 

Sydney, Australia, than it does for a rural school on the shores of Lake Malawi. Thus 

it is difficult to find conceptually meaningful units of qualitative analysis that apply 

across the broad educational spectrum of the Commonwealth (Menefee and Bray, 

2012: 51). 

Whilst defining quality and operationalising benchmarks will be important for measuring 

progress, any definition will need to bear this in mind. As Tawil notes, 

The World Bank Education Strategy 2020, for instance, views ‘learning gains as a key 

metric of quality’ overlooking the fact that current large-scale assessments only 
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measure a limited range of cognitive skills (2012: 5). 

Given the trend for attention, effort and resources to become focused on goals, limiting the 

outcome of education to one or two easily measurable indicators creates the danger that 

education systems will force teachers to ‘teach to the test’, focussing on the learning outcomes 

on which they will be assessed, rather than more holistic knowledge and skills, or indeed the 

social, ethical and spiritual outcomes of education. 

National learning assessments (NLAs) would therefore be more appropriate ways to measure 

quality than global learning standards, as they are contextually based and are also already 

institutionalised in national education systems, making data collection more efficient and 

relevant. This means that NLAs will need to accord with global benchmarks which aim to ensure 

a wide range of educational outcomes are achieved, so that not only cognitive but non-cognitive 

aspects are captured. 

7.3.1 Teacher development 

The quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers. Ensuring the 

quality of teachers, from selection into preparation through continuing professional 

development and performance appraisal, should be pursued through an integrated approach. 

It has long been recognised that ‘the most important factor for a good quality education is the 

teacher’ (NORAD, 2011: para 3). The impact the teacher makes in the classroom is affected by a 

diverse range of interconnected factors: their academic achievement and professional 

experience; pre-service preparation and training; how and where they were deployed; the match 

of their skills and abilities to the role they are required to fulfil; the incentives offered to them; 

the curriculum, assessment modalities and teaching resources; and the quality of continuous 

professional development, and its alignment with career progression and remuneration. In order 

to improve learning outcomes, teacher education and training institutions need to be 

strengthened and expanded to ensure that there is adequate supply of well-trained teachers. 

7.3.2 Education leadership and management 

Structured professional development of education leaders and managers is required. Formal 

training opportunities, offering high quality, relevant and recognised professional development, 

should become a standard requirement. 
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More emphasis needs to be placed on leading the learning and teaching processes through the 

enhancement of quality of school leaders. Before assuming a leadership role, a teacher ought to 

be provided with appropriate leadership education and training. Also necessary is support for 

education leaders and managers at all levels to improve and assure quality, and the 

development of local, context sensitive, research and evaluation capacity to strengthen 

educational planning and development processes, through multi-sectorial and inter-disciplinary 

approaches. 

7.3.3 Technology for teaching and learning 

Learners and teachers should be equipped with competencies in technologies which are 

relevant, useful and attainable to them. Simple and practical new ways to measure contextual 

technological competence should be developed and integrated into curriculum and assessment. 

Fundamental shifts in the availability, function, cost and utility of technology have encouraged a 

paradigm shift in approaches to pedagogy, curriculum and assessment. This has implications for 

what, how and why students are taught, and the training of educators. Preparation for a world 

increasingly defined by technology needs to be reflected in education policy and practice. 

Reducing the digital divide, and increasing the number of digital natives, are complex issues, 

inter-related with infrastructure, software and hardware provision; electricity; literacy and 

numeracy, among others. Technology related goal should not target infrastructure, but focus on 

ICT-related access and learning outcomes.  

The overriding consideration in any attempt to harness technology for education is the 

appropriateness of the technology. This may range from traditional technologies to modern 

technologies and the use of relevant models for communication and learning. Setting targets for 

countries with widely disparate technology bases will be difficult, but should be based on 

learning outcomes, not technological inputs. 

8.  The post-2015 development framework for education 

The principal recommendations for the structure of the post-2015 development framework for 

education are as follows: 
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Based on the above analysis and the views expressed by Commonwealth Ministers, it is proposed 

that three principal goals for education be contained in the post-2015 development 

framework. These would be positioned in the development framework in a similar place to the 

current education MDGs. The principal goals would be supplemented by six more detailed, 

technical goals. These would be positioned in a similar place to the current EFAs. The two sets of 

goals would be aligned to ensure there were no overlaps or gaps. Implicit in the principal goals, 

and explicit in the subordinate goals, are the areas of focus of Access, Equity and Quality.  

There are also four themes which affect all goals and should be considered or embedded into 

the indicators and targets. These are Education in Emergencies, Migration, Gender, and 

Education for Sustainable Development. 

8.1 Principal goals 

The principal education goals, together with illustrative indicators and targets, are shown 

below. As these are ‘super-goals’ reflecting the contents of the subordinate goals, to avoid 

repetition the rationale for these goals is contain within the section on the subordinate goals. 

Target levels and timescales are left open, as these would depend on country starting points and 

national priorities. 

• The two frameworks of EFA and the education MDGs should be aligned into one, post-

MDG framework for education.  

• The new framework for education should be designed around two levels of goals – 
principal and subordinate. 

• The first level should be comprised of three principal goals – the post-MDGs.  

• The second level would contain a limited number of subordinate goals – the post-EFA 
goals. 

• Targets and deadlines would focus on 2025 and options would be available for 
individual countries, depending on starting point, ambition and capacity. 

• Access, equity and quality indicators would be included or captured in subordinate 
goals, as appropriate. 

• The architecture of the framework should reflect four underlying themes that should 

be mainstreamed across the goals: Education in Emergencies, Migration, Gender and 
Education for Sustainable Development. 
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Education goal 1 

 

Education goal 2 

 

Education goal 3 

 

Goal:  Reduce and seek to eliminate differences in educational outcomes among 

learners associated with household wealth, gender, special needs, location, age 

and social group 

Indicators:  Percentage of children from the bottom 20% of household income achieving x% 

in national learning assessments (NLAs) compared to those from the top 20% 

Comparative achievement of boys compared to girls in NLAs 

Comparative achievement of those with special needs in NLAs 

Comparative achievement of those in disadvantaged geographic locations in 

NLAs 

Comparative achievement of those from marginalised social groups in NLAs 

 Target:   X% of boys and girls within xx years 

Goal:  Post-basic education expanded strategically to meet needs for knowledge and 

skills related to employment and livelihoods 

Indicator:  Percentage of students of senior secondary/TVET/tertiary age (15-25) who 
complete an accredited qualification 

Target:   X% of boys and girls within xx years, depending on country starting point 

Goal:   Every child completes a full cycle of a minimum of 9 years of continuous, free 
basic education and demonstrates learning achievement consistent with 

national standards 

Indicator:  Percentage of boys and girls who complete a minimum of 9 years of basic 

education, to the appropriate national and, where appropriate, international, 
standard of completion, by the age of 15 

Target:   100% of boys and girls within xx years 
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8.2 Subordinate goals 

The subordinate goals deal with or address both the range of education levels along with the 

factors of participation and infrastructure: 

 

Each of these goals would feature at least one indicator related to Access, Equity and Quality. 

Illustrative indicators are suggested for each subordinate goal below. 

8.2.1 Early childhood education and development 

The role of early childhood education and development (ECE/D) in improving learning outcomes 

is clear (Mitchell, Wylie and Carr, 2008). ECE/D takes place at a critical phase in a child’s cognitive 

and social development, and so particular attention is necessary on ensuring its provision is 

accessible, high-quality, relevant and focussed on the skills and values a child will require to be 

a lifelong learner and play a positive role in society. Universal provision and access should 

therefore be a priority, along with the training of ECE/D-specific teachers and the development 

of attainable curricula which promote functional literacy, numeracy and technological skills. 

Progression towards universal early childhood education is the aim, but this will need to be 

progressively realised. The quality of curriculum content and the deployment of sufficient, 

adequately trained ECE/D teachers should also be a focus alongside access. 

For those countries who will have achieved UPE by 2015, the movement towards universal ECE/D 

can begin (without losing commitment to primary education). For those countries who will not 

have achieved UPE by 2015, while ECC/D is important, resource constraints mean that universal 

provision is unrealistic. Differentiated targets are proposed. 

i. Early childhood education and development 

ii. Basic education 

iii.  Post-basic and post-secondary education 

vi. Non-formal education and lifelong learning  

v. Participation 

vi. Infrastructure 
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Early childhood education and development goal 

 

8.2.2 Basic education 

Universal primary education remains an important goal, and its essence should be retained. 

However, it should be expanded to universal basic education (UBE), which is defined as 100 per 

cent of boys and girls completing a minimum of nine years of basic education, at the right age, 

which means that each child graduates with functional literacy, numeracy and life skills. These 

competencies should relate to learning outcome indicators, and reporting on UBE would include 

the number of boys and girls who complete the minimum number of years and who reach this 

standard. However, it is recognised that inclusion of secondary and post-secondary education 

targets are a natural progression from the first set of MDGs. Each of these sectors, therefore, 

would form part of a holistic approach towards educational opportunity, and should be reflected 

in the formulation of the new goals. 

UBE would result in all children graduating with minimum cognitive achievement, in numeracy 

and literacy, and also minimum non-cognitive achievement. They should be able to contribute 

positively to society, have a clear set of ethical values, appropriate respect for positive cultural 

and legal norms and values, and be able to work co-operatively with others. This aspect of 

development will require time. Therefore all children should be guaranteed a minimum period 

of compulsory, free education, to enable them to develop cognitively and non-cognitively. If 

countries wish to increase this minimum period of primary education to accord with their 

systems and priorities, that should be encouraged, but they should not offer less. 

 

 

Goal:   Reduce and seek to eliminate early childhood under-nutrition and avoidable 

childhood disease, and universalise access to community based ECE/D and pre-
school below age 6 years 

Indicators:  Basic health and child development 

Body Mass Index, immunisation rates, childhood diseases 

Participation rates in organised ECE/D and pre-school by age 
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Basic education goals 

 

8.2.3 Post-basic and post-secondary education 

‘Basic education’ can include primary and lower secondary education, depending on country 

context. For the purpose of the goals, ‘basic education’ assumes a minimum of nine years of 

continuous post-ECE/D education that may or may not include a secondary element. 

8.2.3.1 Secondary education 

As more and more children complete primary schooling, the secondary education system is put 

under enormous pressure as it tries to accommodate them (Tawil, 2012). Added to this is the 

need to increase transition rates from primary to secondary education without compromising 

the quality of provision. Conversely, as the primary system expands, it creates a need for people 

educated to at least secondary level to become teachers and to manage the system: therefore, 

‘expanding access to secondary schooling is critical to achieving universal access to primary 

schools’ (CREATE, 2011: 30). Therefore the post-2015 framework must include broadening access 

to secondary education as a top priority, with the eventual aim of providing free, compulsory, 

quality education up to the age of 18. While strengthening secondary education, gender issues 

such as enrolment of girls and under performance of boys need to be emphasised. So too does 

the character and purpose of secondary education. As Verspoor notes in relation to secondary 

Goals:   Universalise an ‘expanded vision of access’ to a full cycle of a minimum of 9 years 
of continuous basic education 

Successful achievement of national learning outcomes in cognitive, affective and 

psychomotor domains for both primary and lower secondary cycles at age 
appropriate levels up to the age of 15 years 

Indicators:   Enrolment at Grades 1-12 

 Completion rate by age at Grades 1, 3, 6, 9 and 12 

 Trained and qualified teacher rate 

 Trained and qualified school leader rate 

 National Learning Assessment standards at Grade 3, 6, 9 and 12 

 Yield (level of achievement * % of age group achieving level) 
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education in sub-Saharan Africa, 

The transformation of a traditional elite system that prepares a few privileged 

students into one that provides opportunities for further learning to a rapidly 

increasing proportion of adolescents is an urgent need throughout the region. But 

the challenge is not just expansion; it encompasses quality improvement, relevance, 

and equity at the same time (2008: 19). 

Progression towards universal secondary education should be commenced. Access to 

education should not be confined to primary education; in order to produce economically 

productive citizens, students need the acquisition of knowledge and skills available at the 

secondary level, which means there is a need to complete secondary education. This will need to 

be progressively realised, due to constraints on capacity and resources, and the potential for too-

rapid increases in access to negatively impact on quality. 

While secondary systems need to be prepared to receive increased numbers of children 

graduating from primary schools, it must be recognised that resources are limited, and 

secondary expansion must not take place at the expense of primary, or vice versa. A 

differentiated goal is therefore proposed. For those countries which will have achieved UPE by 

2015, while maintaining the commitment to primary enrolment, they should begin or complete 

the movement towards universal secondary education. For those countries which will not have 

achieved UPE by 2015, they should ensure that secondary access increases at a rate proportional 

to the increase in graduates from primary. 

8.2.3.2 Post-secondary education 

In order for countries to compete effectively in the global economy, and to specialise in areas of 

comparative advantage, it will become increasingly necessary to achieve a workforce educated to 

tertiary or higher levels. Chang, Kaltani and Loayza (2009), for example, found in a cross-country 

study that the positive impact of trade on economic growth is larger if it is accompanied by 

higher education levels. Countries will need to adopt specific, measurable targets for 

participation levels at each stage of post-secondary education. Given the relative expense of 

tertiary and higher education, innovative means of ensuring equality of access and quality of 

provision will need to be found. There should be no impediments to pursuing post-secondary 

education pathways should an individual choose to do so. There should be equal opportunity for 

all to access post-secondary education based on individual choice. 

The completion of relevant, high-quality post-secondary education should be given greater 
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priority, recognising the massively increased demands on the system as a result of increased 

participation in primary and secondary education and structural shifts in economies towards 

greater proportions of service sector and knowledge based industries, and including increased 

attention to open and distance education provision. 

Given the cost of post-secondary education, and the wide starting points of countries, two goals 

are proposed: one absolute – on gender parity – and one differentiated – on provision of 

post-secondary education. The indicator is the same for both goals, but the target in the second 

goal is relative, and only relevant to countries which will have less than 20% enrolment in post-

secondary education in 2015. Enrolment measurements would need to capture students 

enrolled in open and distance learning, and nationals of one country receiving post-secondary 

education in another. 

8.2.3.3 Skills and technical and vocational education and training 

Diversified economies require a diversified workforce; diverse learning interests, needs and 

abilities require diverse education pathways. Skills for employability and entrepreneurship, 

‘twenty-first century skills’, life skills and soft skills, and technical and vocational education and 

training (TVET) are becoming increasingly fundamental to resilient, flexible and adaptive 

economic development (UNESCO, 2012c). EFA 3 (promote learning and life skills for young people 

and adults) should be redefined to focus on skills and competency development for 

employability for citizens including functional literacy, numeracy and IT skills within a lifelong 

learning perspective. Learning for employability and entrepreneurship – learning for the 

economy – should not be limited to certain subsectors but should be an integral component of 

all education systems with pathways that enable movement and facilitate increase access. Work 

experience and volunteering should be mainstreamed in education delivery, and included in 

student assessment. This requires greater collaboration with industry, and with community 

bodies with which students have a relationship. 

There is scope to connect education programmes with the Aid for Trade agenda, which now 

accounts for 25% of official development assistance (OECD, 2011). Policies aimed at improving 

labour productivity, such as education, training and labour market reforms, can also contribute 

significantly to trade expansion – and economic growth/poverty reduction – when combined 

with complementary policies for investment and infrastructure, and financial, institutional and 

regulatory reforms (Hallaert, Cavazos and Kang, 2011; OECD, 2011). The ability to attract Foreign 
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Direct Investment is often dependent on the availability of a skilled labour force (OECD, 2011). 

Krueger (2011) notes that appropriate attention to education and training is vital both for 

success in international trade and for domestic economic activity. The new framework should 

take account of this emphasis on the extrinsic value of education by including specific targets for 

skills and TVET. 

Education systems should open multiple pathways for achievement. Academic, professional, 

technical and vocational pathways all benefit the society including non-formal education. A 

choice of pathways should be available based on students’ different abilities and interests as well 

as the various needs of a diversified economy. 

Post-basic and post-secondary education goal 

 

8.2.4 Non-formal education and lifelong learning 

Education and learning need an holistic approach. This involves recognising the achievement of 

educational outcomes covering the spectrum from formal to non-formal learning. With high 

adult illiteracy and large numbers of people in agriculture or with pastoralist lifestyles and the 

urban informal sector, non-formal education and lifelong learning assume significant 

importance. Such education, particularly among women, is one of the determining factors for 

higher enrolment in education in the next generation. Flexibility in education, such as through 

part-time study, online and distance learning, workplace provision of learning, and flexible 

opening hours for educational institutions, should be encouraged. This applies to resources: in 

order to increase access and efficiency, educational institutions should be encouraged to open 

their facilities to as wide a community as possible. 

Goal:   Invest strategically in expanded and equitable access to post-basic and tertiary 

level education and training linked to wellbeing, livelihoods and employment 
and the transition to responsible adult citizenship 

Indicators:   Enrolments by grade at secondary level 

 Percentage of age group enrolled by Grade  

 Transition rates 

 Completion rates 

 All disaggregated by wealth quintile, location, gender, age and social group 
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Adult literacy should remain a priority for global action, and its goals, indicators and targets 

should be made more specific. As Tawil (2012) notes, defining ‘functional literacy’ is problematic 

(and beyond the scope of this paper), but nonetheless vital. 

Non-formal education and lifelong learning goal 

 

8.2.5 Participation 

Commonwealth concerns of democracy and human rights need to be reflected in new goals 

which seek to reduce gaps in equality of opportunity and ensure the option of meaningful 

education is open to all. If children are in school, but do not understand the language the 

teacher is speaking, or cannot see the chalkboard because of poor eyesight, or are bullied 

because of their gender or ethnicity, or are frequently absent as they care for relatives, or need 

to work to pay for items such as their school uniform, they are effectively excluded from the 

opportunities open to others in the same class. This means a renewed focus on ensuring relevant 

and appropriate education is offered to those who are currently at risk of exclusion, including: 

the poor; ethnic or linguistic minorities; refugees and asylum seekers; those with disabilities or 

special learning needs; children suffering from conflict trauma; those affected by health issues; 

and any other marginalised or disadvantaged community. 

Education policy and planning to meet the goals should specifically prioritise reducing 

inequalities in education opportunities, and strategies for ensuring no person is left out of 

relevant, quality education. Specific targets for the inclusion of children with disadvantaged 

circumstances should be included in national education sector plans. Monitoring of this would 

need to capture implementation of equal opportunity strategies, as well as the existence of 

policies. 

Goals:   Eliminate illiteracy and innumeracy amongst those under 50 years old 

 Provide education opportunities for young people and adults who have not 
successfully completed 9 years of basic education 

Indicator:  Literacy and numeracy rates at ages 15-20, 21-25, 26-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41-45 and 
46-50 using samples and graded tests 

 Trained and qualified non-formal education facilitators 
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Participation goal 

 

8.2.6 Infrastructure 

An expanded vision of access includes attention to all aspects of the learning environment. Lack 

of adequate hygiene can keep girls out of school; poor-designed layouts can create safety 

concerns; distance from home to school can keep children away or reduce the energy they have 

to commit to lessons; lack of water can cause hygiene concerns. A holistic view of education 

needs to consider teaching facilities, materials and the environment, so that an enabling 

environment for learning is created (UNICEF, 2009). 

Infrastructure goal 

 

Goal:   Provide adequate infrastructure for learning according to national norms for 

buildings, basic services, safety, learning materials, and learning infrastructure 
within appropriate distances of households 

Indicators:   Percentage of schools meeting standards for: 

 - sanitation          - recreational facilities 

 - clean water          - furniture and equipment 

 - building quality/learning space/safety - electricity 

 - learning materials        - access to relevant technologies 

-  security 

Goal:   Reduce and seek to eliminate disparities in participation in education at school 

level linked to wealth, location, special needs, age, gender and social group and 
ensure all children have equal educational opportunities and reduce gaps in 

measured outcomes 

Indicator:  Participation rates by Grades 1, 6, 9, and 12 by wealth quintile, location, gender, 

special needs, age and social group  

 Distribution of: 

 -  pupil-teacher ratios and class size    

 -  distance to school 

-  achievement levels 
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8.3 Cross-cutting themes 

There are several cross-cutting themes that should be mainstreamed in the development goals. 

For education, these themes should be mainstreamed in education curricula, and also addressed 

in sector planning, monitoring and reporting. 

8.3.1 Education in emergencies 

Conflicts remain one of the main barriers to children attending school: enrolment rates for 

secondary school in conflict-affected countries are nearly one third less than in other low-income 

countries (UNESCO, 2011). ‘There are more fragile and conflict-affected countries than ever 

before, and none of these countries is on track to meet a single Millennium Development Goal’ 

(Kharas, 2011: para 2). Meteorologically induced natural disasters and related intra-state conflict 

are both expected to increase along with climate change (Nel and Righarts, 2008). Providing 

appropriate education in emergency situations has been shown to be effective in increasing 

children’s resilience and in contributing to peace-building and reconstruction (Nicolai and 

Triplehorn, 2003). Education in emergencies presents particular challenges, however, which 

necessitates particular attention in policy. Ensuring that ministries of education build disaster 

risk reduction and conflict-sensitivity into sector plans and education policies is critical in 

reducing the impact of natural hazards and in mitigating conflict and inequity (UNESCO-IIEP, 

2011). Priorities for the new development framework for education should ensure that children 

and youth have access to quality education in all circumstances; education is appropriately 

funded and an essential part of humanitarian response; disaster risk reduction and conflict 

sensitivity are included in education sector plans.  

Emergency preparedness should be integrated into education planning, and sufficient 

resources for education in emergencies should be made available. Integrating conflict and 

disaster risk reduction integrated into national education sector plans would achieve this. 

Monitoring would need to capture implementation of conflict and disaster risk reduction 

strategies, as well as the existence of policies. 
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8.3.2 Migration3 

Globalisation has encouraged voluntary migration, especially economic migration (Gamlen, 

2010). Studying overseas is now commonplace, while teachers are increasingly mobile 

internationally. This is especially true in the Commonwealth, where common language and 

values reduce barriers to migration. Recent reductions in the number of forced migrants have 

begun to be reversed, a trend which is expected to continue, as climate change and conflicts 

have increase the number of migrants (UNHCR, 2011). The effects of both voluntary and forced 

migration on both source and host country education systems can be profound, especially on 

small states, which find it difficult and expensive to replace teachers who leave to teach abroad. 

There needs to be national, regional and global policy agreement on managing these types of 

migration. Refugees and other national and international migrants are often not captured by 

national education management information systems (Ochs and Jackson, 2009), displaced 

populations being among the least visible (UNESCO, 2011). 

Migrants – both forced and unforced – should be captured in the monitoring and evaluation 

of goals in the post-2015 development framework, and used to inform policy development. 

Conflict and disaster risk reduction integrated into national education sector plans 

8.3.3 Gender 

While significant gains in gender parity in access have been made in many Commonwealth 

countries, achieving gender equality in learning outcomes is still distant in many countries. 

While in some cases teaching methodologies and institutional and socio-cultural environments 

disadvantage girls, in other cases they may disadvantage boys and under-achievement of boys is 

becoming an increasing challenge. A more nuanced understanding of the barriers to achieving 

gender equality needs to be included in the framing of the new goals. Moreover, success in 

improving gender equality in education has created expectations and a need to continue to 

provide and create opportunities for educating girls, boys, women and men, and take 

appropriate legal and political decisions to generate employment opportunities for all. 

Gender dimensions should be explicitly addressed at all stages of design, implementation, 

monitoring and reporting. All reporting and evaluation of the development goals should be 

                                                           

3 The term ‘migrant’ here refers to both a “Person who changes his/her country of usual residence” and “A 
person undergoing a (semi-)permanent change of residence which involves a change of his/her social, economic 

and/or cultural environment”, within the terms detailed in the People on the Move Handbook of Selected Terms 

and Concepts (THP and UNESCO, 2008: 12-16). 
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disaggregated by sex and analysed through a gender lens. 

8.3.4 Education for sustainable development 

Together with unsustainable resource use, man-made climate change presents an existential 

threat to citizens and societies. This raises the human security aspects of poverty and 

vulnerability’ Hyvarinen asserts the necessity of prioritising the needs of ‘poor and vulnerable 

countries in a world where advancing climate change is likely to pose an increasing threat to 

sustainable development and human security’ (2012: 1) because ‘the consequences of climate 

change are likely to have the greatest impact on the ability of the poorest and most vulnerable 

countries to achieve sustainable development’ (2012: 2). 

Education has a key role to play in bringing about a shift towards more sustainable behaviours, 

as well as promoting effective mitigation and adaptation strategies (System Task Team on the 

Post-2015 UN Development Agenda, 2012a). However, the focus on the content of Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD), rather than on the systemic changes needed to make education 

systems in their entirety carbon neutral and resource efficient, means that we are effectively 

using education to teacher future generations how to tackle environmental problems 

(Commonwealth Secretariat, 2012d). In keeping with Rio+20 commitments, environmental 

sustainability needs to be better represented in the framework. 

There is a need for a fundamental paradigm shift: to go beyond ‘more and better’ education, to 

address education’s broader purpose in global and local development. Education systems and 

interventions should be assessed for their socio-economic and environmental implications, with 

a view to progressing towards producing school-leavers who have responsible and sustainable 

behaviour, and education systems which are exemplary of this in practice. 

ESD ‘is an essential ingredient to ensure quality education and a successful transition to green 

societies and economies’ (UNESCO, 2012b: 12). Although the UN Decade for ESD has raised the 

profile of ESD, it has not achieved its mandate and its positioning outside of EFA/MDGs served to 

marginalise it (Cropper Foundation, 2011) – ESD principles should therefore be integrated in the 

new development framework. Education for sustainable development should be mainstreamed 

in all education policies, teacher preparation and curricula. 

Sustainability should be integrated into every aspect of education management and 

delivery. As monitoring the multiple aspects of environmental sustainability is complex, a proxy 
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indicator – carbon emissions per student per year, might be an effective indicator. However, care 

will need to be taken than other environmental indicators, such as water use, waste production, 

resource use, are not side-lined. 

Cross-cutting themes 

 

 

Education in Emergencies: Conflict and disaster risk reduction integrated into all national 
education sector plans 

Migration: All migrants of school-age or who are education professionals recorded in 
monitoring of education goals by the host country to inform policy formulation 

Gender: All reporting and evaluation of the development goals disaggregated by sex and 
analysed through a gender lens 

Education for Sustainable Development: Education for sustainable development 

mainstreamed in all education policies, teacher and school leader preparation, and curricula 
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9.  Summary of goals, indicative indicators and targets 

Principal goals Indicative Indicator Target 

1. Every child completes a full cycle of a 
minimum of 9 years of continuous, free 
basic education and demonstrates 
learning achievement consistent with 
national standards 

% of boys and girls who complete a minimum of 9 years of basic education, to the 
appropriate national and, where appropriate,  international, standard of 
completion, by the age of 15 

100% of boys and girls 
within xx years 

2. Post-basic education expanded 
strategically to meet needs for 
knowledge and skills related to 
employment and livelihoods 

% of students of senior secondary/TVET/tertiary age (15-25) who complete an 
accredited qualification 

X% of boys and girls 
within xx years, 
depending on country 
starting point 

3. Reduce and seek to eliminate 
differences in educational outcomes 
among learners associated with 
household wealth, gender, special 
needs, location, age and social group 

% of children from the bottom 20% of household income achieving x% in national 
learning assessments (NLAs) compared to those from the top 20% 
Comparative achievement of boys compared to girls in NLAs 
Comparative achievement of those with special needs in NLAs 
Comparative achievement of those in disadvantaged geographic locations in NLAs 
Comparative achievement of those from marginalised social groups in NLAs 

X% of boys and girls 
within xx years 

  

Cross-cutting themes 

Education in Emergencies Conflict and disaster risk reduction integrated into all national education sector plans 

Migration All migrants of school-age or who are education professionals recorded in monitoring of education goals by the host 
country to inform policy formulation 

Gender All reporting and evaluation of the development goals disaggregated by sex and analysed through a gender lens 

Education for Sustainable 
Development 

Education for sustainable development mainstreamed in all education policies, teacher and school leader preparation, 
and curricula 
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Subordinate goals Goal Indicative Indicator 

i.  Early childhood 
education and 

development 

Reduce and seek to eliminate early childhood under-
nutrition and avoidable childhood disease, and 

universalise access to community based ECE/D and pre-
school below age 6 years 

Basic health and child development 
Body Mass Index, immunisation rates, childhood diseases 

Participation rates in organised ECE/D and pre-school by age 

ii.  Basic education Universalise an ‘expanded vision of access’ to a full cycle 
of a minimum of 9 years of continuous basic education 
Successful achievement of national learning outcomes 
in cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains for 
both primary and lower secondary cycles at age 
appropriate levels up to the age of 15 years 

Enrolment at Grades 1-12 
Completion rate by age at Grades 1, 3, 6, 9 and 12 
Trained and qualified teacher rate 
Trained and qualified school leader rate 
National Learning Assessment standards at Grade 3, 6, 9 and 12 
Yield (Level of achievement * % of age group achieving level) 

iii.  Post-basic and 
post-secondary 
education 

Invest strategically in expanded and equitable access to 
post-basic and tertiary level education and training 
linked to wellbeing, livelihoods and employment and 
the transition to responsible adult citizenship 

Enrolments by grade at secondary level 
% of age group enrolled by Grade  
Transition rates 
Completion rates 
All disaggregated by wealth quintile, location, gender, age and social group 

iv.  Non-formal 
education and 
lifelong learning 

Eliminate illiteracy and innumeracy amongst those 
under 50 years old 
Provide education opportunities for young people and 

adults who have not successfully completed 9 years of 
basic education 

Literacy and numeracy rates at ages 15-20, 21-25, 26-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41-45 and 
46-50 using samples and graded tests 
Trained and qualified non-formal education facilitators 

v.  Participation Reduce and seek to eliminate disparities in 

participation in education at school level linked to 
wealth, location, special needs, age, gender and social 
group and ensure all children have equal educational 
opportunities and reduce gaps in measured outcomes 

Participation rates by Grades 1, 6, 9, and 12 by wealth quintile, location, gender, 

special needs, age and social group  
Distribution of: 
- pupil-teacher ratios and class size  - distance to school 
- achievement levels 

vi.  Infrastructure Provide adequate infrastructure for learning according 
to national norms for buildings, basic services, safety, 
learning materials, and learning infrastructure within 
appropriate distances of households 

% of schools meeting standards for: 

- sanitation              - furniture and equipment           
- learning materials       - electricity 
- recreation facilities                - clean water                  
- security                                   - access to relevant technologies 
- building quality/learning space/safety    
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Appendix: Internationally Agreed Goals for Education 

A.1 Millennium Development Goals for Education 

MDG 2  Achieve universal primary education Ensure that by 2015, children everywhere, boys 

and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling. 

MDG 3  Promote gender equality and empower women Eliminate gender disparity in 

primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education 

no later than 2015. 

A.2 Education for All Goals  

Goal 1  Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education, 

especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children. 

Goal 2  Ensuring that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, children in difficult 

circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to, and 

complete, free and compulsory primary education of good quality. 

Goal 3  Ensuring that the learning needs of all young people and adults are met through 

equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills programmes. 

Goal 4  Achieving a 50 per cent improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, especially 

for women, and equitable access to basic and continuing education for all adults. 

Goal 5  Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005, and 

achieving gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls’ full 

and equal access to and achievement in basic education of good quality. 

Goal 6  Improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring excellence of all so 

that recognised and measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, especially in 

literacy, numeracy and essential life skills. 
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