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Executive Summary 

This review seeks to explore education policies and issues in developing countries with a focus 

upon the continents of Africa and Asia and upon formal education in the form of primary and 

secondary education. The key areas of review from the analysis are set out below. 

 

Since the Education for All (EFA) movement that started at the World Conference on 

Education (Jomtien, 1990) and was later reaffirmed at the World Education Forum (Dakar, 

2000), the global commitment to provide quality basic education for all children, youth and 

adults has been on the global policy agenda. This commitment was further taken forward in 

the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), time bound targets with a deadline of 2015 

pertaining to global inequality and poverty. The MDGs included eight goals, eighteen targets 

and forty-eight indicators. MDGs two and three were concerned with education each with their 

own target. MDG target two was to achieve universal primary education and had one target 

which was to “ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to 

complete a full course of primary schooling” (UN.org: 2018) whereas the target for MGD three 

was to promote gender equality and empower women.  

 

After the expiry of the MDGs, successor goals were set by the UN General Assembly in 2015 in 

the form of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The priorities of the SDGs “seek to 

build on the Millennium Development Goals and complete what they did not achieve” (United 

Nations 2015: Preamble). Underpinning the SDGs lay the commitment to equity and social 

justice, the pledge to leave no one behind. ‘Quality Education’ is one of the 17 development 

goals and sets out to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all” (United Nations 2015: 18). The discursive shift from ‘education 

for all’ and ‘primary school completion’ to ‘quality education’ represented not only a shift in 

global educational policy efforts from access to that of outcomes but also represented a 

commitment to learning. Universalising access to primary education did not translate into 

universal educational attainment and as Barrett et al write “one of the greatest 

disappointments has been steadily growing evidence that whilst many more children are 

completing six years of primary education, many are leaving school barely able to read and 

write in the language of instruction” (2015: 231). 

 

Quality education permeates all spheres of education; however, what constitutes quality 

education has, in large part escaped definition and there exists no one universal approach. 

Instead, the learner centered approach; the input-process-output approach; and the 

multidimensional social interaction approach are but examples. This review advocates for the 
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consideration of the work of Tikly (2011) who puts forward the need to consider the home and 

community context in which learners reside when thinking about quality education. Within 

the context of the GCRF Centre for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and 

Neighbourhoods (SHLC) such a perspective is of value when considering the way in which the 

neighborhood intersects with education. However, this review also cautions against the 

uncritical pursuit of what has come to be termed ‘quality education’. Whilst global policy that 

pushes for the importance of quality education is well intended a number of scholars have 

documented that often, the pursuit and measurement of quality education has resulted in a 

preoccupation with measures and metrics at the expense of what happens in between.  

 

From the outset education is inherently political, from the very decision to provide free basic 

education from macro international, national, and local politics that make and shape 

education systems to micro actions and interactions that take place within educational 

institutions. For education systems issues such as rent seeking, patronage politics, the process 

of influence upon decision makers through to the implementation of policy are ever-present 

forces exerting influence and shaping educational policy and processes.  

 

With regards to gender parity, equity between men and women was first set out in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 and has since been at the heart of global goals. 

Specifically, SDG Goal 4 to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN.org 2018) and in SDG 5 to “achieve gender equality 

and empower all women and girls” (UN.org 2018). Moreover, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development demands that no one is left behind. Whilst gender parity in education in 

developing countries and globally has been on an upward trend the reality remains that whilst 

some girls and women enjoy access to education in some parts of the world, gender inequality 

stubbornly persists throughout education (UNESCO 2019). Whilst achieving gender parity in 

school has been a seen as marker of success in relation to gender equality in education the case 

remains that gender inequality in education persists. Across the world, “two in three countries 

have achieved parity in primary, one in two in lower secondary, and one in four in upper 

secondary education enrolment. A quarter of countries have a large disparity against boys in 

upper secondary education, with no change since 2000” (UNESCO 2019: 3). Moreover, 

differences exist across regions. Central and Southern Asia are progressing at a faster rate than 

average whereas sub-Saharan Africa remains far from parity at all education levels (UNESCO 

2019). Girls and women are continuously discriminated against and gender inequality 

continues to be perpetuated – it is for this reason this review argues that the work of SHLC 

should have a concerted focus upon gender, especially so in relation to education. 
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Urbanisation is one of the defining global challenges of the changing modern world. Globally 

speaking, in 2018 55% of the world’s population live in urban areas compared to 30% in 1950. 

By 2050, predictions estimate that 68% of the world’s population will be urban areas with 90% 

of the growth occurring in Asia and Africa (United Nations 2018). Much research pertaining 

to education in the global south concentrates upon themes and issues that arise within the 

context of rural areas. This is in part in response to educational divide between rural and urban 

areas with those in urban areas faring comparatively better in education with regards to access, 

quality and outcomes, and thus are at an urban advantage in relation to education. It is widely 

regarded across the literature that the provision of education in urban areas is less costly and 

more efficient than that in rural areas. The 2015 Global Monitoring Report (GEMR) found that 

“even if primary attainment rates had remained constant in urban and rural areas in sub-

Saharan Africa, the increase in the percentage of people living in high attainment urban areas 

would have been enough to raise the average primary attainment rate by 1.5 percentage points 

between 2000 and 2010” (UNESCO 2015: 22). However, despite such statistics this review 

warns against focusing exclusively on ‘the urban’ as it conflates the picture on the ground and 

masks educational inequalities that exist within and across urban areas, places and spaces.  

 

School age children in urban areas in the global south are disadvantaged in comparison to 

their rural counterparts in relation to overcrowded schools, large class sizes and insufficient 

school places as a result of densely populated urban locales. Whilst the issue of school dropout 

is not solely confined to urban contexts high levels of inequality and poverty in urban areas 

mean that dropout for an array of reasons is not uncommon. Further to this, school choice and 

learner mobility are other prominent issues for those attending school within urban areas in 

the global south. Despite a plethora of research within the global north that explores children’s 

travel to school there exists somewhat limited research in relation to the global south. Given 

SHLC’s interest in the sustainable, healthy, learning cities this review therefore applauds that 

SHLC explores the spatial dimensions of education within and across neighborhoods in the 

case study countries and cities.  

 

Over the past two decades there has been a growth in profit private education in the global 

south. This is in large part in response to demand for non-state education among the poor with 

the greatest growth occurring in urban areas in Africa and South Asia. The growth of said 

schools has been linked to insufficient public supply, perceived better quality, smaller class 

sizes, perceived dedicated teachers etc. Moreover, there has also been a growth of unofficial 

education markets within the Global South, schools that are termed ‘unrecognised’ and 

‘unregistered’. Overwhelmingly these are found to be on the increase in urban contexts and 

specifically so within informal settlements that evidence high participation levels. Whilst 
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private schools of whatever form and quality often fill gaps where governments are unable to 

deliver sufficient basic education, quality and equity is not always guaranteed and in fact a 

large number of for profit private schools are dubbed private schools for the poor. This has 

implications for quality education for all as research highlights that education systems that are 

dominated by private provision lead to increases in socioeconomic segregation. Quality is not 

always guaranteed and is often linked to the fee level of the private school; the poorest in 

society are not able to obtain the better and best quality educational opportunities. This review 

notes that, in relation to sustainable goal 4, quality education, the work of SHLC considers the 

various type of schools available to residents in different neighborhoods within and across its 

case study cities and the implications of this upon educational quality and equality.  

 

The movement of people, for whatever reason, be it displacement or migration is a defining 

feature of the modern world. Global migration flows are often tied in and related to the issue 

of education. In rapidly urbanizing low- and middle-income countries those that move and 

who are indeed left behind face all too often disastrous effects to their educational 

opportunities. Research documents that whilst internal rural to urban migration can improve 

educational outcomes this is confined to some not all. In the majority of countries, those who 

migrate from rural to urban areas tend to have a greater education level than those individuals 

that stay in their rural dwellings. Does this therefore point to a predisposition of the already 

educated to embark upon rural to urban migration? Given that one of the core concerns of 

SHLC is to explore large-scale rural-to-urban migration in Africa and Asia the future work of 

SHLC seeks to explore whether education serves as motivating factor for individuals who had 

moved to the city and whether or not the educational opportunities and their perceived quality 

impacts on individual’s decisions to reside in or leave particular urban neighbourhoods. 

 

This report concludes with a reflective portion providing a number of initial recommendations 

for the research focus of SHLC in relation to education and urbanization in the global south. 

It argues against focusing exclusively on ‘the urban’ and argues for the need to consider the 

ways in which urbanization, both positively and negatively, effects education and for which 

social groups. Finally, this review is drawn to a conclusion by warning against the danger of 

holding education as a panacea for development.   
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1 Introduction 

This review seeks to explore education policies and issues in the Global South with a focus 

upon the continents of Africa and Asia and upon formal education in the form of primary and 

secondary education. It was conducted for the Global Challenges Research Funded Centre for 

Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and Neighbourhoods at the University of Glasgow. 

The GCRF Centre for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and Neighbourhoods (SHLC) 

is an international consortium of nine research partners aiming to strengthen capacity to 

address urban, health and education challenges in neighbourhoods across fast-growing cities 

in Africa and Asia. The centers partners include: University of Glasgow, Human Sciences 

Research Council South Africa, Ifakara Health Institute, Khulna University, Nankai 

University, National Institute of Urban Affairs, University of Rwanda, University of the 

Philippines Diliman, and University of the Witwatersrand. The center aims to address three 

global challenges in support of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, these 

include Goal 11, Sustainable Cities and Communities; Goal 3, Good Health and Wellbeing; and 

Goal 4, Quality Education.  

 

 

This review explores education policies and issues in developing countries with a focus upon 

the continents of Africa and Asia and upon formal education in the form of primary and 

secondary education. It was conducted for the Global Challenges Research Funded Centre for 

Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and Neighbourhoods at the University of Glasgow.  



 

 
2 

This review aims to present a review of education policies, theoretical perspectives, themes 

and issues in developing countries. To do so this review is structured in three parts. Part A 

seeks to present a detailed historical overview of key international stakeholders that contribute 

to education policy and practice in developing countries. It then presents a descriptive 

overview of the key policies and goals. Part B discusses various themes and issues pervading 

the landscape of education in developing countries as it was felt that they related to the 

research themes of SHLC. Finally, part C hones in on those themes pervading urban contexts 

in relation to education and developing countries whilst also considering the way in which 

migration and displacement, whilst not confined to the urban, intersect with education and 

the urban. 

 

Globally, education is positioned as a socially progressive phenomenon, one that enhances 

economic growth and productivity, promotes social, political and personal development, and 

reduces poverty. The right to education is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. Education is considered to hold the power to transform individual lives, communities, 

countries, continents and societies at large. Despite this, throughout the world today 264 

million children and young people do not attend school (UNESCO 2017) and across both the 

Global North and Global South, sharp and notable divisions and distinctions exist in relation 

to equity, access and quality. Intersecting inequalities pervade every phase and facet of 

education and are shaped, albeit not exclusively, by class /caste, ethnicity, gender, disability, 

geopolitical and interstate relationships, and place and space, among a myriad of other 

markers of disadvantage and discrimination. Coupled with this, at this moment in time 

increased urbanisation is one of the defining global challenges of the changing modern world; 

by 2050 predictions estimate that 68% of the world’s population will reside in urban locales 

(United National 2018). However, the rise in urban populations is concentrated with 90% of 

said growth occurring across the continents of Asia and Africa (United National 2018). Whilst 

urbanisation can be a force for good, bringing with it a rise in public services and 

improvements to existing cities infrastructure and thus enhancing educational opportunities 

available for all it can, however, also be a great source of inequality. Social groups are all too 

often displaced, social infrastructure and services are far from universal and thus inequalities 

emerge within and between urban spaces and places. Educational research has long drawn 

divisions and distinctions between the rural and the urban with ‘the urban advantage’ 

emerging in relation to schooling.  

 

A review of education policies, themes and issues in developing countries is inevitably bound 

up with the role of education in international development. This field is complexly fascinating, 

comprising numerous disciplines (sociology, education, politics, critical studies, gender, 
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health, cultural studies etc.), lexicons, theoretical perspectives and critiques, drawing upon 

both the quantitative and qualitative research traditions. Amidst this complexity, however, 

one headline conclusion is clear in relation to education in developing countries: whilst 

patterns and trends are shaped by global structures, policy and discourses, it is local contexts 

and cultures that shape what plays out in practice. Nonetheless there remain commonalities 

across countries, the latter of which is the core focus of this review and is woven throughout 

the discussion that follows. 
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2 The Global Education Agenda: The Policy 

Landscape 

2.1 Education for All: a brief history  

In the aftermath of the Second World War, newly established international organisations and 

agreements sought to define a set of universal norms and expectations pertaining to 

educational rights and development (Mundy and Manion 2015). These were largely 

established under the umbrella organisation of the United Nations, firstly though the United 

Nations Education, Scientific Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) established in 1946 whose 

charter pledges to the “full and equal opportunities for education for all” (UNESCO 1946) and 

then through the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human rights, specifically, Article 26 which 

asserts that: 

(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, 

at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary 

education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional 

education shall be made generally available and higher education 

shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.  

(General Assembly of the United Nations 1948) 

UNESCO took the lead so as to forward the global education agenda (Chabbott 2003). 

However, UNESCO was insufficiently funded by Western governments and was unable to be 

a major player in the implementation of education programmes within low income countries. 

Bilateral aid programmes provided the largest source of international finance to support the 

objectives of the post war consensus and the commitment to ‘education for all’. Approximately 

three-quarters of foreign assistance to educational efforts were the result of bilateral channels 

(Mundy 2010). Thus, UNESCO provided scope for new organisations to take part in the realm 

of educational developments from the 1970s onwards. For example, the United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF) emerged in the 1980s as a key player driving  debates regarding 

the roles and accountabilities of governments in relation to meeting the needs of the poor and 

vulnerable children, and in the 1990s it focused on children’s rights as a result of a growing 

advocacy movement among non-governmental organisations that sought to establish schools 

not only as sites of education but as institutions protective of children when equipped with 

adequate resources.  
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Throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s the World Bank emerged as a key player within 

international educational development. A core thought leader and provider of financial 

assistance the World Bank ensured a focus upon the connection between economic growth 

and educational development. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s the World Bank was 

prominent in the design of the reform agenda for those countries facing debt. The World Bank 

supported a neo-classical resurgence in development economics, advising governments 

globally to restructure education systems by introducing fees for users, lowering subsidies to 

tertiary level education and encourage reforms-driven efficiency. Between 1945 until the 

1980s the universal commitment to education was promoted largely through bilateral flows of 

aid, with international organisations developing as “policy entrepreneurs” (Mundy and 

Manion 2015:53).  

 

In 1990 in Jomtien, Thailand at the World Conference on Education for All (WCEFA) 

UNESCO adopted the declaration to achieve Education for All (EFA) reaffirming education as 

a fundamental human right. Taking place during the International Literacy Year (ILY1990) 

WEDFA was “one of the first major convening conferences of the post-Cold-War era” 

(Unterhalter 2014: 177). EFA became a global movement led by UNESCO with the objective of 

ensuring that the basic learning needs of every citizen were met. The agenda reaffirmed the 

universal right to schooling as had been set out in the Declaration of Human rights in 1948; 

the 1976 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; and The 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. WCEFA took place during the International Literacy 

Year (ILY1990) and was “intended to launch a renewed worldwide initiative to meet the basic 

learning needs of all children, youth and adults, and to reverse the serious decline in basic 

education services observed in many countries during recent years” (Inter-Agency 

Commission 1990:9). The WCEFA had three principal objectives:  

 

1. to highlight the importance and impact of basic education, and renew 

commitment to make it available to all  

2. to forge a global consensus on a framework for action to meet the basic learning 

needs of children, youth and adults 

3. to provide a forum for sharing experiences and research results to invigorate 

ongoing and planned programmes  

(WCEFA Inter-Agency Commission 1990: 3) 

 

Whilst the EFA initiative in the first instance focused upon the World Conference there was 

impetus to extend the EFA initiative beyond the WCEFA. Thus, the widespread concern with 
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the inequalities that pervaded the myriad education systems across the world, along with the 

notion that basic education was a force for social progress and development, resulted in a 

World Declaration on Education for All and its Framework for Action to Meet Basic Learning 

Needs. The two documents “represent a worldwide consensus on an expanded vision of 

education and a renewed commitment to ensure that the basic learning needs of all children, 

youth and adults are met effectively in all countries” (WCEFA 1990: 4). Delegates unanimously 

stressed the need for political commitment to EFA regarding basic education as prerequisite 

for addressing issues of development. It is in this way that the Jomtien Conference 

“was clearly a major milestone in the international dialogue on the 

place of education in human development policy, and the 

consensus reached there has given renewed impetus to the 

worldwide drive to provide universal primary education and 

eliminate adult illiteracy. It has also inspired efforts to improve the 

quality of basic education and to find most cost-effective ways to 

meet the basic learning needs of various disadvantaged population 

groups.” 

(WCEFA 1994: 3)  

 

The WCEFA in Jomtien reached a policy consensus, outlined future directions and sought to 

improve opportunities to raise the level of educational attainment and achieve EFA. Jomtien 

emphasised state level ownership and planning, and countries were able to set their own 

targets (Inter-Agency Commission 1990). Following the WCEFA an International Consultative 

Forum on EFA was established in 1991 with the aim to “serve national follow-up action and 

support it effectively’ and ‘seek to maintain the spirit of co-operation amongst countries, 

multilateral and bilateral agencies, as well as NGOs” (UNESCO 2000: 10). The forum was also 

responsible for monitoring periodically the progress made towards achieving EFA, this 

included a ten-year assessment due in 2000. In June 1996, 250 delegates from 73 countries 

met in Amman, Jordan in order to take part in a four-day mid-decade Meeting of the 

Consultative Forum on EFA to assess the progress made. An in-depth evaluation of basic 

education in over 180 countries surveyed the progress made throughout the 1990s towards 

the achievement of the goal of EFA. This drew upon national assessments, individual country 

reports, sample surveys of learning achievement and the teaching circumstances in primary 

schools across over twenty developing countries (most of which were located on the African 

continent) and case studies of literacy and educational attainment in addition to fourteen 

thematic studies. The latter were sponsored by non-governmental organisations and 

development agencies. The ERA assessment also collected data on eighteen statistical 
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indicators that measure the EFA goal progress. The core findings from the EFA 2000 were 

published in Education for All: Global Synthesis (UNESCO 2000). To summarise, the EFA 

2000 Assessment found that there were a number of ways in which progress to EFA had been 

made and can be summarised as:  

 

• More children in school  

• Increased early childhood education  

• Fewer out-of-school children  

• Growing numbers of literate adults  

• Small reduction in disparities (i.e. gender, disability, ethnicity, urban versus rural 

and working children) 

Whilst none of the specified EFA targets has been met in full including EFA’s fundamental 

goal of achieving “universal access to, and completion of, primary education” evidence 

highlighted that ample progress had been made. Throughout the decade that followed Jomtien 

the commitment to achieving EFA was reaffirmed through a number of summits that took 

place. Arguably, the most notable was the World Education Forum held in Dakar, Senegal (26-

28 April 2000) which served as a prelude to the ten-year review of the EFA initiative. Although 

the goal of EFA through the universalisation of basic education by 2000 had not been 

achieved, the vision and impetus of EFA nonetheless remained.  

 

In addition, there were three key developments that emerged during the nineteen nineties that 

impacted on the realm of education and thus EFA. Firstly, communication and technology had 

developed in a way that was not foreseen; the World Wide Web for example, did not exist in 

the early nineties in the way that it did at the turn of the millennium. Thus, the advent of 

communication technology and its subsequent potential impact for the advancement of EFA 

had not been harnessed. Secondly, the HIV/AIDS epidemic impacted upon the teaching force 

in many countries, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. Thirdly, in the context of persisting and 

growing gaps between the rich and the poor, poverty was a key explanatory factor as to why 

numerous governments had been unable to achieve the EFA goals. It was against this backdrop 

that the Dakar conference served to make the World Declaration on Education for All a reality 

and not solely an envisioned right and ideal and widely accepted that education must be 

thought of as a global goal and not solely a national one. Despite the progress that had been 

made in the realm of global education its landscape was one still marked by inequality in 

relation to access to education, including:  

 

In 2000: 
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• Less than a third of the more than 800 million children under the age of six benefited 

from any early childhood education.  

• Approximately 113 million children, 60% of whom were girls, had no access to 

primary schooling. 

• At least 800 million adults remained illiterate. 

• Due to a lack of education, youths and adults continued to be denied the skills and 

knowledge necessary for gainful employment. 

(UNESCO 2000) 

In renewed attempts to translate the vision of EFA into a reality it was in Dakar that nations 

committed to a number of time-bound targets and goals that sought to assess the progress 

made towards EFA since its inception in 1990. Here the original tenets of the EFA were 

reasserted and the commitment was made to education for every citizen in every society 

(UNESCO 2000). Of these goals was the overall commitment to reach EFA by 2015 which was, 

as UNESCO writes, met with “unprecedented worldwide solidarity” (UNESCO 2002: 3). 

Motivated by the notion that “achieving EFA goals should be postponed no longer” (UNESCO 

2000) delegates of the UNESCO World Declaration on Education for All approved and 

adopted a Framework for Action to Meet Basic Learning Needs. This framework, entitled The 

Dakar Framework for Action on Education for All: Meeting Our Collective Commitments 

(UNESCO 2000) set out in somewhat granular detail various systematic goals, targets and 

plans in order to address the basic learning needs for all from 1990 up until, at least, 2015 thus 

achieving EFA. Specifically, the document stated that:  

“The Dakar Framework for Action is a re-affirmation of the vision set 

out in the World Declaration on Education for All in Jomtien … a 

decade ago. It expresses the international community’s collective 

commitment to pursue a broad-based strategy for ensuring that the 

basic learning needs of every child, youth and adult are met within 

a generation and sustained thereafter”. 

(UNESCO 2000: 12) 

In the Dakar framework, EFA set out six aims that encouraged countries, especially those in 

the global south to “implement policies resulting in certain basic educational ‘standards’ 

Goldstein (2004: 7). The six aims of the Dakar Framework for Action that were to be achieved 

by 2015 were:  

1) Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education, 

especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children. 
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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. 

3) Ensuring that the learning needs of all young people and adults are met through 

equitable access to appropriate learning and life skills programmes. 

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. 

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. 

6) Improving every aspect of the quality of education, and ensuring their excellence so 

that recognized and measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, especially in 

literacy, numeracy and essential life skills. 

(UNESCO 2000: 15-17) 

Although the Collective Commitment at Dakar encompassed many of the original 

commitments that emerged from Jomtien there was greater focus not solely on access to 

education but also on the quality of education (UNESCO 2000). Examination success rates 

and the length of time a learner remained in school and indeed under what conditions (such 

as the size of a class and access to learning materials), gained greater focus. UNESCO led the 

EFA initiative and in total 180 countries signed up to make the Dakar goals a reality, 

committing to frameworks, finance plans and policy actions so that every citizen could receive 

basic education by 2015.  

 

Education for All and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

A second key moment within the policy landscape concerned EFA and education and 

international policy. Just five months after Dakar in September 2000 world leaders attended 

a United Nations Millennium Summit to debate the United Nations Millennium Declaration. 

The Declaration set out a new global partnership underpinned by the aim of reducing extreme 

poverty and included eight time bound targets (with a deadline of 2015) that related to 

combating poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy, environmental degradation, and discrimination 

against women (World Health Organization 2018). The MDGs attempted to build consensus 

and focus energies in order to address global inequality and poverty. The MDGs were time 

bound, were more focused in scope than the Dakar Framework and targets adopted by a 

resolution. The MDGs included eight goals, eighteen targets and forty-eight indicators. MDGs 

two and three were concerned with education each with their own target. MDG target two was 

to achieve universal primary education had one target to “ensure that, by 2015, children 
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everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling” 

(UN.org: 2018). The target for MGD three was to promote gender equality and empower 

women which was, in the view of Unterhalter to be measured by the “very narrow target” 

(2005: 111) of “the elimination of gender disparity in primary and secondary education, 

preferably by 2005, and to all levels of education by 2015” (UNESCO 2003: 127). The MDGs 

revitalised thinking within the field of international development (Maxwell 2005 cited in 

Tarabini 2010), elicited energy among development professionals and provided the 

development community with a “tool for advocacy for greater development effort in and for 

poorer countries” (Easterly 2008: 26). The MDGs led to the development of novel global and 

national level partnerships, coordinations and convergences (Clemens and Moss 2005) and 

provided a common framework within which countries in both the Global North and Global 

South could work towards measurable improvements to the daily life of individuals. The 

MDGs were monitored and measured formally by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), the World Bank (World Bank International Monetary Fund 2013) and 

by various national and international civil society organizations.  

 

Despite being intended as an agreed force for good, the MDGs have been the subject of much 

criticism. Unterhalter has argued for the “need to look carefully at the context which the MDGs 

have been adopted” (2005: 112-113), noting that they emerged during a time when the 

assistance given by the international development, influenced by audit culture and 

managerialism, “sought a more rigorous definition of aim and clearer approaches to evaluating 

success” (Unterhalter 2005: 113). Vandemoortele (2009) has noted that they only state a 

desired outcome, they never set out a specific strategy for achieving the goals and were often 

misappropriated and drawn upon in order to advance a precise strategy agenda. 

 

Many critiques related to the issue of measurement on the basis that they were “implausible” 

for many of the countries to which they were supposed to apply (Clemens et al 2006: 735) and 

that they were based upon “a series of arbitrary choices made in defining “success” or “failure” 

in achieving numerical targets for the MDGs” (Easterly 2008: 26). As Vandemoortele argues: 

“The MDG targets are a faulty yardstick for judging whether country- 

or region-specific performances are on track… as relative 

benchmarks, they are particularly demanding of countries with low 

human development, including most African countries. The MDGs 

are thus not even-handed, and their misinterpretation as one-size-

fits-all targets has added unduly to Afro-pessimism”. 

(2009: 356) 
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2.2 Sustainable Development Goals and education  

After the expiry of the MDGs, successor goals were set by the UN General Assembly in 2015 in 

the form of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As with the MDGs, the SFGs are based 

on a voluntary agreement and not a binding treaty. The 2030 agenda seeks to “free the human 

race from the tyranny of poverty and want and to heal and secure our planet” (United Nations 

2015: Preamble). The priorities of the SDGs “seek to build on the Millennium Development 

Goals and complete what they did not achieve” (United Nations 2015: Preamble). Thus the 

SDGs are broader than the MDGs, which were largely focused upon meeting ‘basic needs’, and 

include contemporary world challenges as they relate to development and beyond including 

(but not limited to) issues of climate change, infrastructure and governance. They also 

responded to the so-called ‘learning crisis’ (UNESCO 2014) by going beyond the question of 

access.  The SDGs comprise of 17 goals and 169 targets and encompasses social inclusion, 

economic development and environmental sustainability as a bottom line approach to human 

wellbeing. The SDGs are “underpinned by three dimensions of sustainable development: the 

economic, social and environmental” (United Nations 2015: Preamble), which has become 

known as the triple bottom line approach. The SDGs represent a shift in direction for 

international development in that they surpass the poverty agenda that had characterised the 

MDGs and instead function as a policy tool promoting global development urgencies and a 

mechanism to set global norms. 

 

Underpinning the SDGs lay the commitment to equity and social justice, the pledge to leave 

no one behind. The SDGs highlight the specificities of various issues facing countries that are 

the least developed, small island states and middle-income countries thus comprising a 

universal agenda for all countries and not solely for low income countries. To echo Fukudar-

Parr “the SDGs repurpose ‘development’ for the twenty-first century, in which of poverty, 

exclusion, economic inequality, inequality of opportunities, environmental destruction, and 

socially unjust institutions are urgent issues facing all countries” (2018: NA).  

 

Evidently, goal 4 (with its 7 outcome targets and 3 means of implementation) of the SDGs is 

explicitly concerned with education. ‘Quality Education’ is just one of the 17 development goals 

and sets out to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all” (United Nations 2015: 18). The UNESCO guide Unpacking Sustainable 

Development Goal 4 Education 2030 (UNESCO 2017b) sets out the underlying principles of 

SDG4; these relate to education as a human right; a public good; and gender equality and are 

discursively shown in Table 1. As Webb et al note “the conception of education in these 
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different goals draws on the underlying values of much adult and lifelong education and 

learning practice” (Webb et al 2017: 509). 

 

Table 1: Principles underpinning SDG 4 

1. Education is a fundamental human right and an enabling right. To fulfil this 

right, countries must ensure universal access to inclusive and equitable quality education 

and learning, leaving no one behind. Education shall aim at the full development of the 

human personality and promote mutual understanding, tolerance, friendship and peace.  

2. Education is a public good. The state is the main duty-bearer in protecting, 

respecting, and fulfilling the right to education. As a shared societal endeavour, education 

implies an inclusive process of public policy formulation and implementation. Civil society, 

teachers and educators, the private sector, communities, families, youth and children all 

have important roles in realizing the right to quality education. The role of the state is 

essential in setting and regulating standards and norms. 

3. Gender equality is inextricably linked to the right to education for all. 

Achieving gender equality requires a rights-based approach that ensures that girls and boys, 

women and men not only gain access to and complete education cycles, but are empowered 

equally in and through education. 

(UNESCO 2017b: 8) 
 

Education is articulated within the 2030 Agenda beyond the stand-alone SDG4 and is 

referenced across five other SDGs and is “also linked to almost all of the other SDGs in one 

way or another” (UNESCO 2017b: 7). These include Goal 3 Health and Well-being; Goal 5 

Gender Equality; Goal 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth; Goal 12 Responsible 

Consumption and Production; and Goal 13 Climate Change Mitigation and are summarised in 

Table 2 below.  
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Table 2: SDG targets referencing education (UNESCO 2017b: 7-8). 

Goal   Target   

3  Health and Well-

being 

3.7 By 2030, ensure universal access to sexual and 

reproductive healthcare services, including for 

family planning, information and education, and 

the integration of reproductive health into 

national strategies and programmes. 

5 Gender Equality 5.6 Number of countries with laws and regulations 

that guarantee women aged 15-49 years access to 

sexual and reproductive health care, information 

and education. 

8 Decent Work and 

Economic Growth 

8.6 By 2020 substantially reduce the proportion of 

youth not in employment, education or training. 

12 Responsible 

Consumption & 

Production 

12.8 By 2030 ensure that people everywhere have the 

relevant information and awareness for 

sustainable development and lifestyles in 

harmony with nature. 

13 Climate Change 

Mitigation 

13.3 Improve education, awareness raising and 

human and institutional capacity on climate 

change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction, 

and early warning. 

 

2.2.1 In what ways does SDG4 differ from EFA and MDGs? 

To summarise, SDGs depart from the EFA and MDGs in their scope; geographical coverage; 

and policy focus. Scope: Where MDG2 focused upon children’s access to primary school, the 

EFA focus was upon “meeting the basic learning needs of children, youth and adults” 

(UNESCO 2017b: 9) through access to primary education. As previously articulated, the SDGs 

strive to achieve what was left unfinished by the MDGs. However, SDG4 extends beyond the 

remit of MDG2 in that it strives to ensure equality of opportunity with regards to one’s ability 

to access quality learning at all levels of education throughout one’s life course. 

Geographical Coverage: Whereas MDG2 was focused upon primary education in low-

income countries and areas of conflict in the Global South EFA focused upon countries where 

the number of children out of school was greatest. After all, underpinning SDG4 is the 

commitment of a universal agenda applicable to both the Global South and Global North. 

Policy focus: whilst the MDGs focused upon access and completion of basic education, EFA 

extended this commitment to encompass access to quality education for all. SDG4 builds upon 

EFA and encompasses equitable access to post-basic education and training opportunities 

with a focus upon learning for work and citizenship in a global world.  

  



 

 
14 

3 Education in Developing Countries: Key 

Themes and Issues 

3.1 Access, quality and outcomes in education in developing 

countries: the present picture 

In relation to the monitoring of SDG 4, the Global Education Monitoring Report 2017/2018 

notes that the broad global picture is: 

 

Target 4.1 Primary and Secondary Education  

• In 2015, there were 264 million primary and secondary age children and youth out of 

school. 

• In 2010–2015, completion rates were 83% for primary, 69% for lower secondary and 

45% for upper secondary education. 

• About 387 million children of primary school age, or 56%, did not reach the minimum 

proficiency level in reading. 

• Fewer than one in five countries guarantee 12 years of free and compulsory education. 

Target 4.6: Literacy and Numeracy  

• The adult literacy rate increased from 81.5% to 86% worldwide between 2000 and 

2015. It is below 60% in low income countries. 

• The number of youth with no literacy skills has fallen by 27% since 2000 although more 

than 100 million young people still cannot read. 

• In sub-Saharan Africa, 69% of adults with five years of education in systems that 

privileged local languages could read a sentence, compared with 41% of adults 

educated in part or wholly in colonial languages. 

(UNESCO 2017)  

The Education 2030 Framework for Action (UNESCO 2015b) has two key targets in relation 

public financing of education:  

• allocating at least 4% to 6% of gross domestic product (GDP) to education; and/or 

• allocating at least 15% to 20% of public expenditure to education. 

International declarations on education highlight the importance of adequate funding for 

education however the consensus is that present funding levels are insufficient in order to 

GEMR (2018) holds data for on both indicators, 33 countries fell below both the key targets. 
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For the GDP target, in 2015 the median global public education expenditure was 4.7% of GDP 

with low income countries averaging at 3.7% compared to 5.1% in high income countries. 

Between 2010 and 2015 one in four countries, and thus at least 24 countries, (for which there 

is data) increased expenditure in education as a share of GDP by over half a percentage point. 

Contrastingly, however, one in six countries, and thus 15 countries, reduced their educational 

expenditure by half a percentage point. Of these countries, Rwanda and Tanzania were among 

those countries that cut education funding and subsequently fell below the 4% target. 

However, these data should be read with caution as “81 countries lack recent data, and only 

31% of reporting countries provided data for 2015” (UNESCO 2017: 265). Moreover, public 

spending is not the sole measure of successful education systems.  

3.1.1 Why do educational access and outcomes matter? 

Education as a social institution is widely positioned as beneficial for both individuals and 

society at large. As Harber notes “it is regularly and often assumed that enrolment in formal 

education is necessarily and inherently a ‘good thing’ for development” (2014: 18). This 

assumption is one shared by governments, international institutions and aid agencies and 

underpins the EFA, MDGs and more recently the SDGs. However, Harber calls for the “need 

to be cautious about the assumed automatic benefits of formal education for development” 

(2014: 18) citing Crossley and Tikly when they note that “many existing education systems still 

bear the hallmarks or the colonial encounter in that they remain elitist, lack relevance to local 

realities and are often at variance with indigenous knowledge systems” (2004: 149). With this 

always as a point of consideration then, why do educational access and outcomes matter? 

What are the effects of education for development in areas of development such as the 

economy, health and the environment? The following section seeks to present the relationship 

between education and the economy, the natural environment and human health, all of which 

are key priorities for the SDGs.  

3.1.2 Quality in education in developing country contexts  

Despite the longevity of emphasis on quality education for development and the inclusion of 

quality as a concern of the annual GEMRs, the notion of quality has escaped rigorous 

definition and so it remains elusive (Alexander 2015). Since the inception of SDG 4 quality in 

education has been subjected to greater emphasis. The focus on the ‘quality imperative’ 

emerged as a result of the emergence of what was seen as a learning crisis. As Barrett et al note 

“for 15 years the Millennium Development Goal for education has been narrowly focused on 

universalising access to primary education” (2015: 231). However, universalising access to 

primary education did not translate into universal educational attainment and the authors 

continue: “one of the greatest disappointments has been steadily growing evidence that whilst 
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many more children are completing six years of primary education, many are leaving school 

barely able to read and write in the language of instruction” (2015: 231). Data demonstrates 

that “one third of primary school age children are not learning the basics, whether they have 

been to school or not” (UNESCO 2014), with disparities between rich and poor students. For 

example, in Namibia whilst 40% of learners from richer households complete primary school 

and achieve the minimum level of learning, this figure drops to only 4% when considering the 

percentage of children from poor backgrounds. However, regardless of whether learners are 

from rich or poor households once in school approximately half of children in Namibia do not 

learn (UNESCO 2014). This snapshot provides a window into the learning crisis in education 

leading prominent scholars to argue that “the MDGs focus on access to school was potentially 

harmful for failure to pay attention to quality” (Rose 2015: 292).  

3.1.3 What do we mean when we talk of ‘quality’ education and what does quality 

education look like?  

“It is impossible to discuss what is meant by education quality without taking a position on the 

goal and outcomes of education” (Barrett and Tikly 2010: 188). Moreover, quality education 

is an all pervasive “cross-cutting issue that touches on every aspect of education” (Barrett and 

Tikly 2010: 188). At the time of writing, the most recent GEMR (UNESCO 2017) itself 

acknowledges the elusive nature of what constitutes quality education writing that: 

“notions of quality vary significantly, given diverse contexts, provision 

types and quality dimensions, ranging from physical setting to pupil–

educator interaction. Good-quality early childhood education 

should have a positive impact on children’s overall development, 

but identifying and measuring the contributing factors is 

challenging.” 

(UNESCO 2017: 145) 

Although broad in its definition, the discourse of the latest GEMR hints at the notion that what 

constitutes quality education is contextually dependent and could encompass anything from 

the physical to the interactional and everything in between. Tikly, in seeking to define quality 

education, “provides[s] one possible point of departure in more localised debates about the 

meaning of education quality” (2011:10), he writes that:  

“A good quality education is one that enables all learners to realise 

the capabilities they require to become economically productive, 

develop sustainable livelihoods, contribute to peaceful and 

democratic societies and enhance wellbeing. The learning 
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outcomes that are required vary according to context but at the 

end of the basic education cycle must include threshold levels of 

literacy and numeracy and life skills including awareness and 

prevention of disease”  

(Tikly 2011:  13). 

But what exactly does quality education look like and what is it shaped by? Broadly speaking, 

there exist three core approaches to quality education (Tawil et al 2012) these approaches are 

briefly summarised below. 

Learner centred approach 

Inspired by human rights and the rights of the child, constructivist understandings of learning, 

and a focus on new modes of economic production in the ‘knowledge economy’ (Schweisfurth 

2013) a learner centred approach places the learner at the centre of education. While the 

learner is at the centre “the inputs, processes, environment and outputs that surround and 

foster (or hamper) learning are important as well” (Pigozzi 2006: 42-43). Learner centered 

education, within the context of quality education as Schweisfurth notes “is one vision of best 

practice, and it is explicitly promoted by influential international organisations” (2015: 261). 

As Tawil et al (2012) note, such approach is in line with the Child-Friendly-Schools institutive 

developed by UNICEF. The impact of the learner centered approach has thus been far reaching 

and in the context of the global south “few low- income countries will have been untouched by 

the influence of this vision of good practice, most notably at the policy level” (Schweisfurth 

2015: 261). Whilst it is beyond the scope of this review to recite the critiques of the learner 

centered approach in depth, simply put such approach is marked by a lack of consensus of 

definition, questions pertaining to the extent to which learner centered education is culturally 

appropriate for global south low income countries and the question of whether all learners, 

despite their different backgrounds are equally versed for learner centered educational 

pedagogical frames (see Schweisfurth 2015 for in-depth discussion). As a result of learning 

centered education’s “troubling status as a controversial yet ‘hooray’ term” (Schweisfurth 

2015: 263) Schweisfurth (2015) advocates for a more interactionalist approach to pedagogy 

and in seeking to reconceptualize learner centered education puts forward a seven ‘minimum 

standards’ for learner centered education which are set within a rights framework and 

underpinned by the core strengths of learner centered approaches. These can be summarised 

as: 

1. Lessons need to be engaging to students, motivating them to learn  

2. Mutual respect between teachers and learners, and for a communal atmosphere and 

interpersonal relationships which reflect this 

3. What is taught needs to build on learners’ existing knowledge and skills 
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4. The importance of dialogic teaching  

5. A curriculum of relevance to learners’ present and future lives  

6. That curriculum and pedagogy embrace skills and attitude outcomes as well as the 

acquisition of knowledge  

7. Assessment processes should be meaningful for those being assessed so that their 

learning is improved by it 

Schweisfurth (2015: 263-264) 

The input-process-output approach 

This is said to represent a more rational and technical approach to quality education and is 

based upon the premise that the outputs and results of education are determined by the input 

factors (i.e. teachers, schools, curriculum etc.); in addition to various contextual factors. The 

input-process-output approach inspires the framework proposed in the 2002 GEMR, which 

built upon the ideal by Heneveld and Craig (1995). This approach is aligned with vision of the 

World Bank about education. Figure 1 illustrates the input-process-output approach. 

Figure 1: An input-process-outcome framework for assessing education quality GEMR 2002 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The multidimensional social interaction approach 

This approach marks a sharp break with the ideas and ideals of the input-process-output 

model of quality in education. It regards education as a public good and considers the various 
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dimensions of education arguing for the need to take into account the specificities of context 

and of the way in which different stakeholders understand ‘quality’. For example, Nikel and 

Lowe propose a multidimensional model of quality in education writing that “discussions and 

policies on quality in education are value-laden with respect to judging the degree of excellence 

as well as determining what to measure or compare it against” (590-591). Nikel and Lowe also 

speak of “the fabric of the quality of education” (2010: 594) arguing that “quality is a matter 

of process rather than product” (2010: 589). They propose seven conceptual dimensions that 

make up the fabric of education. Nikel and Lowe’s (2010) seven dimensions include 

effectiveness, efficiency, equity, responsiveness, relevance, reflexivity, and sustainability.  

The work of Tikly and Barrett (2007) and Tikly (2011) further provides an insightful point 

when seeking to address the all-encompassing and pervasive question of what constitutes 

quality education. Tikly & Barret (2007) recognise the various values that different 

stakeholders in education bring. They argue that quality education cannot be separated from 

or understood in isolation from the social, cultural, economic, political and historical context 

in which education systems operate. According to Tikly (2011) context is foundational when 

thinking about what constitutes a good quality education. This he argues, “encourages policy 

makers to take cognisance of changing national development needs, the kinds of schools that 

different learners attend and the forms of educational disadvantage faced by different groups 

of learners when considering policy options” (2011: 11). Tikly argues that quality education 

emerges from policy, the school and thirdly the home/community; it is these three factors that 

make up the context. These factors, or environments are overlapping forces intersecting to 

create quality education (or not), this is depicted in 2. Tikly further distinguishes what he 

conceptualises to be inputs and processes, writing that: 

 

“Enabling environments require the right mix of inputs… [and of] the 

importance of accompanying processes within each environment 

that are key for ensuring that inputs get converted into desired 

outcomes. Whereas traditional understandings are often based on a 

linear model our framework is more akin to making a tasty soup in 

which the outcomes (a good quality education) depend on the 

particular mix of ingredients (inputs and processes) and the 

interaction between environments. The success of the ‘recipe’ is 

only determined by measuring the desired outcomes over time” 

(2011: 11). 
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Figure 2: Context led module conceptualising the quality of education (Tikly 2011: 11) 

 

In seeking to illustrate such a framework for quality education Tikly (2011: 12-17) identifies 

the following inputs and processes which he notes have been drawn from research that has 

largely concerned the African context. However, it should be noted that classrooms seldom 

feature in Tikly’s conceptualisation of quality education.  

 

Inputs 

• Suitably trained experienced and motivated teachers 

• Head teacher training 

• Appropriate textbooks and learning materials 

• Investing in basic infrastructure and resources including ICTs 

• School feeding, child health and early childhood development 

Processes  

• National debate on education quality 

• Improved accountability and parent/community voice 

• Effective assessment, monitoring and evaluation of quality 

• School, home and community links 

3.1.4 The Role of the home/community (and neighbourhood?)  

Tikly places importance upon the need to consider the home and community context in which 

learners reside when thinking about quality education. The inclusion of the home and 
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importantly also the community is important for a number of reasons when considering the 

questions of quality or those learners from socio-economically deprived areas. Literature 

evidences that “living outside of a stable family environment, having a lack of basic resources 

including books in the home and a place to work, malnutrition and exposure to disease and 

lack of exposure to the medium of instruction outside of the school context are all predictors 

of low levels of literacy and numeracy” (Tikly 2011: 5). Driving up the quality of education 

through the home/community might include: the focus upon health and nutrition of learners 

and working with individuals to foster community and home environment that support 

learning needs to give two examples. From a social justice perspective, quality education is 

driven by accountability and accountability in turn is driven by parental and community voice. 

Differing levels of voice exist both across and within different communities.  A community 

with greater resources (such as that of economic or cultural capital, the latter in the form of 

education) may feel more empowered to platform their voice compared to communities who 

lack access to valuable resources such as education and economic capital. Unsurprisingly, 

women, the poor, rural dwellers, and members of religious and cultural minority groups 

possess less ‘social voice’ and so these communities are disproportionality disadvantaged in 

relation to the home/community, neighbourhood and education.  

3.1.5 Measuring quality education and considering its ‘black box’ 

Efforts by UNESCO and various stakeholders concerned with education and developments 

(i.e. Save the Children, the Basic Education Coalition, and the UNESCO Education for All 

Global Monitoring Report) have focused upon quantifiable measures and metrics “under the 

umbrella of quality” (Schweisfurth 2015: 260). Measures of quality education have included 

and continue to include (albeit not exclusively) pupil/teacher ratio, per pupil expenditure as 

percentage of GDP, net enrolment rates (Alexander 2015). The way in which quality education 

has been conceptualised and measured by the GEMRs has provoked much debate from the 

scholarly community. Alexander (2015) examined the EFA and associated literatures on 

quality published up until 2007 and argues that there are a number of issues associated with 

measuring quality education (summarised below):  

 

1) There is a preoccupation with inputs and outputs at the expense of processes within 

education.  

2) Where there has been a focus upon processes this has not reflected teaching and 

learning but rather the “few random aspects of classroom life that were deemed 

measurable, regardless of whether they had the significance that their selection 

implies” (2015: 251). Examples include learning time and class size.  
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3) The isolation of specific aspects of education “validated them in the eyes of those – 

governments, administrators, donors – who had the money and power to make them 

matter, and set in train policies for embedding them ever more exclusively, whether 

or not this response was justified by the evidence” (2015: 251). 

4) Variables such ‘high expectations’, ‘strong leadership’, ‘positive teacher attitudes’ 

with their modifiers such as high, strong, positive, meaningful, effective, child 

friendly (see Alexander 2015:251 for a more comprehensive list of both variable and 

modifiers) “lacks objective meaning and is open to many interpretations, not just 

across cultures but also within them” (Alexander, 2015: 251).  

5) Furthermore, where there existed no sound measures proxies were used instead. 

 

The pursuit and measurement of quality education has resulted be “the quest for indicators 

and measures of quality” (Alexander 2015: 251) which has led to the subsequent 

“preoccupation with input and output” (2015: 251) at the expense of what happens in between. 

What happens in between is what Alexander conceptualises to be the “black box, or black hole, 

of teaching and learning” (2015: 257) which connotes the notion that the process of providing 

quality education is all too often omitted from UNESCO discourse and deliberation, instead 

left in the dark. One example of the way in which of the black box of quality education can be 

seen in practice is in relation to “the actions, reactions and adaptions that take place in the 

classroom” (Schweisfurth 2015: 259). Writing on the post-2015 agenda for teaching and 

learning Schweisfurth argues that the: 

“conflation of quality with outcomes has had unintended 

consequences, in the forms of obsessions with measurement and 

measurability; silences on teaching and learning processes; and 

confusions over what good teaching and learning are and how 

they can be promoted and evaluated” (2015: 261). 

Thus, quality teaching is often overlooked and it is in this same vein that Rose argues that “a 

focus on a goal expressed only in terms of learning outcomes could have unintended 

consequences and undesirable effects for school systems, including by narrowing teaching to 

preparing children for tests” (2015: 291). Why then has quality education been marked by the 

obsession with measures and metrics and all that is quantifiable? Why does the 2015 agenda 

continue to push for the “monitoring of progress and therefore for measurability [which] has 

resulted in a focus on the measurable” (Schweisfurth 2015: 251) Alexander provides a 

compelling perspective arguing that:  
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“despite these early emphases, quality in the global monitoring 

reports, and quality in teaching and learning in particular, have 

since then been surprisingly elusive. In part, this may have reflected 

a preoccupation with those EFA goals whose urgency has seemed 

the more pressing because their pathology and progress are readily 

computed. With 57 million children still out of primary school, half of 

them in 32 countries suffering conflict, and only 13 out of 90 

countries likely to achieve universal primary school completion by 

2015, we understand why this is so. Numbers offer headlines and 

dramatic immediacy. ‘Quality’ does not.  Paradoxically, quality may 

also be elusive because it is ubiquitous” (2015: 250). 

3.2 The politics of education in developing countries 

When considering the various themes and issues that pervade education in developing country 

contexts it is necessary to consider both the macro and micro politics that make and shape 

education systems. However, a brief note before I do so. I acknowledge that education is 

political in all countries, whatever their level of development. Thus, it is not my intention, 

throughout the discussion that follows to imply that the issue of politics and education is 

unique to low- and middle-income countries. One only needs to take a cursory review of the 

current US college admissions fraud scandal where it was recently exposed that wealthy 

families donated large sums of money in order to facilitate their children’s admission to 

Americas most prestigious Ivy league universities. 

 

In the context of this global reality of education as a political, ideologized and potentially 

corrupted space, Kingdon et al (2015) highlight the impact of political process and practices 

upon educational reform of education systems in the global south. They argue that education 

reform is “politically driven, shaped by the interests and incentives facing different 

stakeholders, the direct and indirect pressures exerted by these stakeholders, and by formal 

and informal institutions. Each of these factors influences different aspects of education 

reform, whether policy design, financing, implementation or evaluation” (2015: 5) which 

inevitably has implications for the quality of education being delivered. Within education, 

there exists a ‘value chain’ where various stakeholders make decisions at the local, national 

and international level. Within countries, the appointments of teachers, managers and 

promotions is often made at the level of the ministry whereas at the district level education 

services are delivered. It is at the district level where teachers, head teachers and other 
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educational officials make decision pertaining to the day-to-day running of the school. Such 

chains present numerous opportunities for “unfavourable behaviour and corrupt behaviour” 

(Kingdon et al 2015: 5-6) that serve to impede the immediate and long-term delivery of 

equitable quality education. Kingdon et al (2015: 5) write that: 

“patrimonialism and corruption, and elite capture, is pervasive; 

political parties are personalistic, there is limited political will and 

limited political demand for extensive reform; commitment to 

overarching national strategies is weak and there are very low levels 

of ‘stateness’ which generate politicised bureaucracies (Leftwich 

2006). Thus, the design and implementation of effective and 

conducive educational (and other) policies may be significantly 

influenced by the political economy within which they are made.” 

The authors highlight four key themes when considering the role and influence of the political 

economy upon education systems in developing countries. These include rent seeking and 

patronage politics; decision-making and the process of influence; implementation issues; and 

driving forces (Kingdon et al 2015).  

3.2.1 Rent seeking and patronage politics 

Rent seeking and patronage politics is defined as “an attempt to gain economic rent by 

influencing policies or their implementation and support provided to specific groups, for 

instance rewarding individuals or organisation for their electoral support” (Kingdon et al 

2015: 21). Corrales (2005) found that clientelism, patronage and corruption are three 

significant factors that drive states to expand education. One stark illustrative example of 

patronage politics within education in Africa is provided by Zengele (2013) who highlights the 

way in which teacher unions in South Africa have control and power over teacher promotion 

decisions. Of the effects upon quality education Gupta et al (2000) found that corruption not 

only exhausts resources for education but also misrepresents government expenditure with 

regards to what gets spent and where. Kingdon et al argue that “the politics of patronage 

suggest that it is more convenient to expand educational coverage, e.g. by building more 

schools or hiring more teachers, than to fix existing inefficiencies within the system because 

the former involves spending on political actors whereas the latter may involve reducing 

resources allocated to underperforming political stakeholders” (2015: 21). 
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3.2.2 Decision-making and the process of influence  

Myriad groups have influence upon educational decision-making processes; these include 

teachers and teacher unions, school governors, parents etc. However, the ability to exert 

influence upon educational decision-making is not equal and so power is not equally 

concentrated across the various stakeholders. Central to the notion of influence lies the notion 

of ‘vested interest’, a phenomenon documented by economics research on education and 

developing countries. Research has explored teacher unions and the impact upon education 

quality (measured by learning outcomes) (Hoxby 1996, Wößmann 2003). Research by 

Kingdon and Teal (2010) that examined the relationship between teacher unionisation, 

teachers’ pay and student achievement across 16 states in India found that union membership 

was shown to substantially reduce pupil achievement. Kingdon and Muzammil (2013) 

explored the various ways in which teacher unions seek to exert influence on the governance 

of schools. Based on their study of proposed decentralisation and accountability reforms and 

the various ways in which teacher unions and teachers sought to exert influence they found 

that “low teacher effort is the channel, however, low effort could not be confirmed as the reason 

for the lower achievement of students taught by unionised teachers” (Kingdon et al 2015: 25). 

Such mechanism of exerting power is not always fruitful for the stakeholders involved. For 

example, the work of Mahlangu and Pitsoe (2011) found that in South Africa, due to the 

government and union officials negotiating with the intent to deceive, public education 

declined, and poverty increased, with various political strategies used to mask the issues 

pervading.  

3.2.3 Implementation of policy 

Existing literature that has explored the causes behind policy implementation within 

education have focused upon policy gaps and failures (i.e. Hurst 1983). Kingdon et al (2015) 

explain such gaps and failures by low state capacity, poor delivery, governance, administration 

and community information in addition to corruption and leakages. Psacharopoulos (1989) 

explored educational reform in East African countries and assessed “how successful the 

policies have been in achieving their original intention” (1989: 179). In doing so 

Psacharopoulos concluded that they were often insufficiently implemented as a result of lack 

of financing, vagueness, and policy content being “based on an empirically unsustained 

theoretical relationship between instruments and outcomes” (1989: 179). Research by 

Somerset (2011) illustrates these same issues with regards to the implementation of policy, 

exploring access, cost and quality and the tensions pervading the achievement of primary 

education in Kenya and arguing that “any initiative to achieve fully universal primary 

education is unlikely to succeed unless the tension between access and cost, and its 
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implications for quality, is recognised and taken into account” (2011: 497). Furthermore, 

Patrinos and Kagia (2007) illustrate that ineffective implementation of education investments 

is explained in part by mistargeted policies and misallocation of spending, which they argue is 

not sufficiently focused upon the quality of education. They argue that instances arise as a 

result of poor capacity and / or governance, including, at times corruption.  

 

The work of Pedley and Taylor (2009) highlights various factors that undermine the effective 

implementation of educational policies under EFA. Citing the example of Ghana, they 

illustrate that the influence of the political and economic elite upon educational policy results 

in the education system working in the interest of the elite rather than the interests of the poor, 

similar to examples from the UK and USA.  In addition, writing about the reason as to why the 

goal of EFA was in jeopardy and using the case studies of Taiwan, Ghana, and Brazil, Kosack 

argues that “no government will provide primary education unless doing so helps the 

government to stay in power” (Kosack 2009: 496). Kosack (2009) highlights the importance 

and need of donors to be attentive to differing country contexts arguing that, in relation in 

international agreements in relation to education “if a donor’s goals are at odds with the 

government’s, the government will only accept the aid if it believes it can manipulate its use 

or siphon it off to other uses… [and that] a leader’s attendance at a summit or her signature 

on a document does not change the political calculus she faces at home” (2009: 515). 

3.2.4 Driving forces in education 

As elsewhere, there are a number of political and economic driving forces that influence 

educational reform in developing country contexts. At the national level, drivers of change in 

education include: civil society organisations, NGOs, mass media, unions, religious groups 

and political, professional and bureaucratic elite (Kingdon et al 2015). Political will, that is “a 

sustained commitment of politicians and administrators to invest the necessary resources to 

achieve specific objectives and a willingness to make and implement policy despite opposition” 

(Little 2011: 500) continues to be paramount in driving educational change (Barber 2013, 

Little 2011). Throughout the 1990s many developing countries’ educational systems operated 

within a framework of structural economic adjustment which resulted in the financing of 

various countries’ educational systems being subject to stringent regulation by way of the 

structural adjustment policies. For an overview, Buchert’s Education Reform in the South in 

the 1990s (1998) provides a detailed look at the numerous countries where structural 

adjustment drove educational change. However, as Kingdon et al note “while political will may 

be present, the rhetoric is often far removed from reality” (2015: 38), (see Sørensen (2008) for 

a case study example).  
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Grindle (2004) reviewed 39 reform initiatives that concerned the context and structure of 

basic education in Latin America between the period of 1977 and 1996. Grindle found that the 

reforms of the 1950 – 1970 period in Latin America were focused around expanding access, 

especially in rural areas and in poor urban squatter settlements. In sum, resistance was low 

and political support high.  Such reforms were overwhelmingly positive in that they created 

an array of jobs, equipped locales with the facilities required for education (from textbooks to 

school buildings) and thus provided a vital social service with much political support from 

teachers unions. The 1990s, however, were marked by efforts to enhance quality and as 

Grindle writes “involved the potential for lost jobs, and lost control over budgets, people and 

decisions. They exposed students, teachers and supervisors to new pressures and expectations. 

Teachers’ unions charged that they destroyed long existing rights and career tracks” (Grindle 

2004: 6 cited in Kingdon et al 2015).  

3.3 Gender equality in education in developing countries  

The latter half of the 20th century witnessed the progress of the legal and social rights of 

women from the right to vote to expanding access to education. However, internationally, the 

notion of equity between men and women was first set out in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights in 1948. Since then, equity between men and women has been central to a 

number of international agreements and, by the time of the SDGs, 143 countries guaranteed 

equality between men and women (UN Women 2018). Gender equity within education has 

been at the heart of global goals. The MDG Goal 3 was “promoting gender equality and 

empowering women” (UN.org 2018) and, at present, gender is explicitly embraced in SDG 

Goal 4 to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all” (UN.org 2018) and in SDG Goal 5 to “achieve gender equality and 

empower all women and girls” (UN.org 2018). Moreover, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development demands that no one is left behind.  

 

Although the number of girls and women at all levels of education has increased since the 

inception of EFA, the MDGs and SDGs, access and outcomes remain unequal, with girls and 

women disadvantaged. Thus, gender equality within education and across society at large 

continues to lie at the heart of the SDGs and continues to capture public imagination. Gender 

inequalities still prevail in relation to access, quality and outcomes, violence in schools, and 

religion and education to name just a few examples. Education increases women’s 

employment prospects, health and wellbeing; however, at present, there exists an array of 

factors relating to the economic, socio-cultural and geographical that prevent girls and young 
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women from accessing, completing and benefiting from education. This section reviews some 

of the key issues.  

3.3.1 The present picture 

Gender parity in education in developing countries and globally has been on an upward trend. 

Between 2000 and 2015 the share of countries that achieved gender parity in primary and 

upper secondary education increased by 8 and 14 percentage points respectively (UNESCO 

2018). The 2018 Global Education Monitoring Report Gender review writes, “the world, taken 

as a whole, has achieved the targets of gender parity at all levels except tertiary education. But 

this is not true of all regions, country income groups or individual countries” (2018: 11). Thus, 

whilst there is cause for celebration there is cause for further progress too. The picture is 

murkier than these headline conclusions allow as the Global Education Monitoring Report 

Gender Review (2018) and the GEMR 2017/2018 (2017) itself notes. Just over half of countries 

(66%) have achieved gender parity at the primary level of education; at the lower secondary 

level this figure decreases to just 45% and again to 25% in upper secondary education 

(UNESCO 2017: xvi). Thus, the headline conclusion here is that the further along the 

educational timeline the wider the gender gaps in education.  

 

Across the world, “two in three countries have achieved parity in primary, one in two in lower 

secondary, and one in four in upper secondary education enrolment. A quarter of countries 

have a large disparity against boys in upper secondary education, with no change since 2000” 

(UNESCO 2019: 3). Moreover, differences exist across regions; Central and Southern Asia are 

progressing at a faster rate than average whereas sub-Saharan Africa remains far from parity 

at all education levels (UNESCO 2019). The issue of gender and education does not confine 

itself to solely that of students. Whilst teaching is an overwhelmingly female profession in 

many countries, men remain in higher management positions. Around 94% of teachers in pre-

primary education are female compared to a half of all teachers in upper secondary education. 

Training in gender sensitive teaching is near non-existent and so gender stereotypes within 

the classroom are perpetuated (UNESCO 2019). 

3.3.2 Gender and education: access and outcomes 

Access to education for all is not a universal phenomenon with 264 million school aged 

children and youth not in school UNESCO (2018). This equates to 61 million primary aged 

children (aged approximately 6-11; 9% of the age group), 62 million adolescents (aged 

approximately 15-17; 16% of the age group) and 141 million young people (15-17 years old; 37% 

of aged group). With regard to gender disparities in access over the past 15 years gender 
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inequality non-attendance rates have narrowed. But this data show that a gap persists at the 

primary level with 9.7% and 8.1% of primary school aged girls and boys being out of school 

respectively which equates to 5 million more girls than boys being out of school globally. With 

regards to lower and upper secondary school students, parity has been reached overall 

however there are important regional differences. In Northern African and Western Asia 18% 

of adolescent girls compared to 12% of boys are out of school and in Eastern and South-eastern 

Asia 25% of young men are out of school compared to 19% of young women (UNESCO 2018).  

 

Attending school does not guarantee completion and completing education is a gendered 

phenomenon. In low income countries for every 100 males that complete upper secondary 

education there are just 66 females; however, there are strong regional differences. For 

example, in sub-Saharan Africa, for every 100 males there are only 86 females. In Latin 

America and the Caribbean for every 100 females completing lower secondary education, there 

are 93 males. Southern Asia is closing the gap between the number of men and women in 

tertiary education and sub-Saharan Africa is now the only region where women do not 

compete tertiary education at the same rate as their male counterparts (UNESCO 2018). 

Across all regions, women remain underrepresented within science, technology, engineering 

and mathematics (STEM) subjects. Moreover, an issue that intersects with gender, education 

and health concerns that of menstrual hygiene management. Across the world, schools lack 

the sanitation facilities required for menstrual hygiene, in 2016 only half of schools were 

equipped with access to handwashing facilities with soap and water (UNESCO 2019: 11). The 

issue of menstrual hygiene within schools is one that prevents girls and young women from 

attending school when they are menstruating.   

3.4 The vulnerable in education: a note on the missing millions in 

education in the global south  

Much of the data on equity in educational participation and attainment derives from 

household surveys that necessarily exclude those individuals not living in households (Carr-

Hill 2013; Vlahov et al 2011; Rubenstein et al 2016), sometimes referred to as ‘the missing 

millions’ (Stuart et al 2015). Such individuals comprise the most marginalised and vulnerable 

within societies. Carr-Hill (2013) identifed the various ways both by design and in practice 

that household surveys “are inappropriate for obtaining information about the poorest” (2013: 

30) in developing countries, who include nomads, household servants, migrant and seasonal 

workers, pastoralists, homeless and stateless persons, those in refugee camps and prisoners 

as well as others in various other institutions. In practice household surveys also 
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underrepresent or omit those individuals who are a) living in urban slums and fragile or 

multiple occupancy households due to the difficulty of identifying such households and 

interviewing and b) live in areas which are understood as posing a high security risk (Carr-Hill 

2013). Thus, “the size of the population potentially excluded from household surveys is large” 

(UNESCO 2017: 188) and so there is much we don’t know about the real picture of inclusion 

in education.  

3.5 Education in urban contexts 

Urbanisation is one of the defining global challenges of the changing modern world. It is 

widely discussed within the social sciences; its effects are widespread and cut across issues 

relating to the economy, sustainability, urban planning, the environment, health and 

education among myriad other social factors. Globally speaking, in 2018 55% of the world’s 

population live in urban areas compared to 30% in 1950. By 2050, predictions estimate that 

68% of the world’s population will be urban (United National 2018). The increase in the global 

urban population arises as a result of the increase in the overall population and the upward 

global trend of the number of individuals residing in urban spaces; together these trends are 

said to enhance the world’s urban population to 2.5 billion in 2015. However, the projected 

rise in urban populations is concentrated, with 90% of the growth occurring in Asia and Africa 

(United Nations 2018).  

 

Urbanisation can be a force for good, bringing with it a rise in public services and 

improvements to existing cities’ infrastructure, to give just two examples. It can however also 

be a grave source of inequality. Urbanisation creates disparities in income and opportunity 

between rural and urban areas but also within and across urban areas through the 

socioeconomic disparities between different groups who reside within urban environments. 

Given that education does not exist within a vacuum but is in part shaped by the forces of the 

social world in which it operates, urbanisation and cities shape the nature of education in 

profound ways that are only beginning to be understood.  

 

Globally, education remains a key site of inequality; not everyone is able to reap its benefits, 

not least the urban poor in the Global South. Thus, a consideration of the poor is woven 

throughout this subsection of the review. In the short review that follows consideration is given 

to the way in which ‘the urban’ and education intersect; underpinned by a consideration of 

equality. The question of who gains and who loses in relation to education in urban and 

urbanising contexts underpins the remainder of this review.  
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3.5.1 The ‘urban advantage’ in education: access and outcomes 

“In many low and middle income countries, rural students have half 

the chance – and often much less – of completing upper secondary 

school, compared with urban peers.” 

 (UNESCO 2018: xxi) 

Much research pertaining to education in the global south concentrates upon themes and 

issues that arise within the context of rural areas. This is in part in response to educational 

divide between rural and urban areas with those in urban areas faring comparatively better in 

education with regards to access, quality and outcomes. Whilst there is an array of reasons, 

some beyond the scope of the review, as to why this is case, infrastructure is key in explaining 

some of these disparities. Rural areas are often characterised by weak infrastructure which in 

turn means that teachers are unlikely to want to teach there. An example of this is the case of 

Swaziland where remote rural school are often staffed with newly qualified teachers with little 

experience (UNESCO 2015). In China, in urban areas kindergartens often take the form of 

well-resourced government centres with qualified teachers while in rural areas privately run 

kindergartens run by local women are often the only option (Rao et al 2012).  

 

In terms of educational outcomes UNESCO data shows that:  

• Early childhood education opportunities are distributed unequally, and urban children 

and those from richer household are better off. For example, in a sample survey of 52 

low and middle income countries conducted between 2010 and 2015 “just over 2 

children aged 3 or 4 from the poorest fifth of households attended organized learning 

for every 10 children from the richest fifth, and 5 children in rural areas attended for 

every 10 children in urban areas” (UNESCO 2017: 144).  

• Between 2010 and 2015, for every 100 adolescents from urban areas who completed 

lower secondary just 75 of adolescents from rural areas did so (UNESCO 2017).  

• Average out-of-school rates stand at 16% in rural areas 8% in urban areas (UIS and 

UNESCO 2015).  

• Living in an urban area intersects with gender and socio-economic status. For example, 

in terms of the number of years spent in school, in the latter part of the 2010s, “the 

richest urban young men had spent more than 9.5 years in school in low income 

countries and more than 12 years in lower middle income countries, well above the 9-

year target suggested for 2030. But the poorest rural young women had still spent 

fewer than 3 years in school in both low and lower middle income countries” (UNESCO 

2014: 102). In sub-Saharan Africa, whilst the number of years spent in school increased 
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across all groups, the increase was “faster for the richest urban young men” (UNESCO 

2014: 103). 

• In South and West Asia by the end of 2010 89% of the richest urban adolescent boys 

completed lower secondary school compared to just 13% of the poorest rural girls 

(UNESCO 2014).  

It is widely regarded across the literature that the provision of education in urban areas is less 

costly and more efficient. Analysis by the 2015 GEMR found that “even if primary attainment 

rates had remained constant in urban and rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa, the increase in 

the percentage of people living in high attainment urban areas would have been enough to 

raise the average primary attainment rate by 1.5 percentage points between 2000 and 2010” 

(UNESCO 2015: 22). However, a focus upon ‘the urban’ can at times be unhelpful in relation 

to understanding educational access and outcomes. It conflates the picture on the ground thus 

masking the educational inequalities that exist within urban areas, which is now considered.  

3.6 School choice and school drop-out in urban areas  

One of the ways in which the so-called urban advantage masks educational inequalities is in 

relation to schooling and school choice. Children in urban areas in the global south are 

disadvantaged (when compared to their rural counterparts) in that schools are often 

overcrowded, class sizes are large and there are often insufficient school places as a result of 

densely populated urban locales owing to shortages of schools. 

3.6.1 School choice and learner mobility 

A small but growing body of research has sought to explore school choice in developing 

countries. Research from countries such as Bangladesh, Chile, Kenya, Ethiopia found that 

school choice is often driven by the desire for parents to provide their children with the best 

opportunities possible in relation to education (Cameron 2011; Elacqua et al 2006; Weir 

2006). For example, in the case of South Africa where children “enjoy significant access to 

basic education” (Fleisch and Shindler 2009: 270) there is also significant school choice.  

 

A point to consider in relation to access to education and school choice in urban contexts is 

children’s daily travel to school. In line with the rise of school choice globally, research has 

sought to explore the mobility and geographical implications; however, whilst this is a widely 

researched topic in high income countries in the Global North such as the UK, USA and 

Australia “much less is known about children’s travel to school in the developing world” (de 

Kadt 2014: 171). However, there is a small body of work that unites geography, educational 



 

 
33 

policy and educational opportunity, see for example Oketch et al (2010) regarding Kenya; 

Hannum and Cherng (2011) regarding China and Porter et al (2011) for Ghana (all cited in de 

Kadt 2014). In South Africa, children often travel extensive distances to attend school 

(Pampallis 2003; Maile 2004; Woolman and Fleisch 2006), a phenomenon that Kadt et al 

(2014) refer to as ‘learner mobility’. The major determinants of mobility were linked to the 

ability to pay higher fees and transportation (Pampallis 2003 and Fiske and Ladd 2004 cited 

in de Kadt 2014).  

 

In the Birth to Twenty cohort study, “initiated and developed by a group of researchers from 

the University of the Witwatersrand and the South African Medical Research Council” 

(Ginsburg et al 2011: 214) de Kadt et al (2014) explore school choice and distance travelled to 

school in Soweto, a large township in the province of Gauteng, Johannesburg in South Africa. 

The authors find that school aged children in Soweto travel “substantial distances to school on 

a daily basis” (de Kadt et al 2014: 170). Specifically, over one third travelled more than 3 km 

for a one-way trip to school; just 13% attended their nearest school and 60% of children 

attended school outside of the suburb in which they live. The authors found that even those 

children who are not travelling substantial distances to school are still engaging in school 

choice; whilst they attend school somewhat close to home they “are not attending their nearest 

school, and are often travelling to schools that are not located in the same suburbs as their 

homes” (de Kadt 2014: 182). However, despite the fact that school choice policies pervade the 

field of education globally (Plank and Sykes 2003) it is important to remember that ability to 

choose is not universal and that choices are often constrained to a greater extent for some 

groups than others. For example, they are shaped by the understanding of what constitutes a 

‘good school’ or the ability to pay for the cost of travel to a school further away.  

3.6.2 School drop out 

The work of Abuya et al (2013) provides a useful starting point for thinking about why 

individuals drop out of education even when that education is ‘free’ within urban contexts 

(although some of the issues raised are not confined solely to the urban nor do they apply to 

all groups that reside within urban spaces). The authors ask ‘why do pupils drop out when 

education is ‘free’ and thus explain school dropout among the urban poor in Nairobi, Kenya. 

They explore the role of community/environmental issues, family characterise and school 

related issues.  

 

Community/environmental issues that impede school success include the “presence of 

dumpsites among the poor living within the slums and non-slums where the pupils resided, 

insecurity and crime, peer influence, drug taking and alcohol consumption by the pupils” 
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(Abuya et al 2013: 748). In addition, “security concerns within the community where the 

schools are located also made pupils drop out of school” (Abuya et al 2013: 750).  

 

Family level characteristics for school dropout included family poverty, because of which girls 

were at times “driven by chronic poverty to engage in transaction sex” (Abuya et al 2013: 751 

– 752). In addition, family dissolution (caused by death, separation or divorce), lack of 

monitoring from parents, family violence (mainly towards the mother of children but also 

including children on occasions) and a lack of sanitary towels for girls were reasons explaining 

school dropout.  

 

With regards to the school environment itself, issues include a lack of classroom space, 

demotivated teachers in addition to students having poor rapport with teacher and fees that 

were often charged by schools, especially private schools. Whilst this study was spatially 

specific in that the research conducted concerned two Nairobi slums (Korogocho and 

Viwandani) many of the findings resonate with the wider literature concerning education 

across Africa and Asia. For example, the role of inadequate menstruation sanitation as barring 

girl’s access to education is well documented (Sommer et al 2015; Jasper et al 2012) as is the 

role of alcohol and substance use (Mudege et al 2008) and the phenomenon of girls partaking 

in transactional sex with older males so as to raise the funds required to meet the costs of 

school attendance (Collins 2009). Whilst the aforementioned issues are not solely confined to 

urban contexts high levels of inequality and poverty in urban areas mean that said issues are 

not uncommon.  

3.7 The emergence and role of private providers in urban areas 

(and in developing countries per se)  

The past two decades have witnessed the growth of for-profit private schools in developing 

countries which has largely emerged in response to the demand for non-state education among 

the poor (Ashley et al 2014; Heyneman and Stern 2014, Härmä 2009, Tooley and Dixon 2006, 

UNESCO 2015; Dixon 2012). This phenomenon is prevalent across Sub-Saharan Africa and 

South Asia and particularly so within urban areas (Dixon and Tooley 2012) and has gained 

attention from researchers and policy makers (Ashley et al 2014; Srivastava & Walford 2016). 

In Kenya, for example, whilst the number of private schools nationwide increased four-fold in 

the three years following the introduction of free primary education (Nishimura and Yamano 

2013), urban children are more likely than their rural counterparts to attend such schools. The 

demand for private schools in urban areas across developing countries has arisen in part due 
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to overcrowding in urban public schools and the rise of low cost informal private schools 

(Abuya et al 2013; Ngware et al 2013). These private schools are markedly different from elite 

high-fee institutions and have been dubbed “private schools of the poor” (Tooley et al 2008; 

Heyneman and Stern 2014).  

 

There exists a growing body of research that has documented the existence and growth of these 

schools. Again, drawing upon the case of Kenya, research by Oketch et al (2010) found that in 

two informal urban settlements in Nairobi in 2007 a little under half of students attended 

private primary schools, a figure that was twice as high as the nearby formal urban settlements. 

Moreover, in India, the work of Tooley et al (2007) found large numbers of private schools in 

impoverished urban areas of India. The survey research found that in Hyderabad, out of a total 

of 918 schools, 36% were private unaided unrecognised schools, 35% were government 

schools, 23% were private unaided recognised schools and just 5% were private aided. 

However, as the researchers note, schools that were found in ‘notified slums’ (slums with a 

lack of amenities such as sanitation, water supply and roads) were excluded from the survey.  

 

At the same time there has also been a growth of “unofficial education markets” (Baum et al 

2018: 102) within the Global South. Such schools are typically termed ‘unrecognised’ and 

‘unregistered’ private schools and have come to dominate the private sector in that they 

account for a sizeable share of enrolments (Baum et al 2018; Tooley and Dixon 2006). In Lagos 

State, Nigeria in 2004 it was estimated that some 2.5 million children were in school and 40% 

(one million) of them attended unapproved private schools (Adelabu and Rose 2008). One 

decade later the survey research of Härmä (2011, 2013) found that private schools accounted 

for 57% of all school enrolments in Lagos State Nigeria of which over one-quarter were 

operating illegally and were unregulated. The work of Härmä (2011, 2013 cited in Unterhalter 

et al 2018) was the first comprehensive study of private schools in Lagos State. These unofficial 

low-cost private schools are on the increase in urban contexts, and again specifically so within 

informal settlements that evidence high participation levels (Oketch et al 2010b; Rose and 

Adelabu 2007).  

 

Those that oppose private schools cite market failures within the private sector in addition to 

various arguments grounded in critiques of education markets neoclassical economics. Here, 

concerns are voiced with regards to issues of social justice, namely that market driven 

education under the guise of efficiency drives out equity and equality (Klees et al 2012; 

Robertson and Dale 2013; Verger et al 2016). Empirical research demonstrates that growing 

social inequality is a “common negative spillover” (Baum et al 2018: 102) of the rise in private 

schools in developing countries (see Aslam 2009 for Pakistan and Härmä 2011 for India). The 
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increase in private educational provision increases educational opportunities for the already 

advantaged groups (Aslam 2009, Hsieh et al 2006; Söderström and Uusitalo 2010). However, 

despite the role of private school provision in reproducing and perpetuating educational 

inequality there is an evidence base that suggests that the growth of low-cost private schools 

has facilitated access to education in developing countries (Baird 2009; Dixon 2012; Tooley 

and Dixon 2006).  

 

Research illustrates that private schools often fill gaps where governments, for whatever 

reason, are unable to deliver sufficient basic education services (Andrabi et al 2008).  The work 

of Baum et al (2018) provides evidence that private school markets in sub-Saharan Africa have 

grown in “direct response to non-market failures in education and a demand for the 

marketplace to rectify these failures” (Baum et al 2018). Given this, Dixon has argued “why 

the denial?” (2012: 186) in relation to low-cost private schools in developing countries 

contribution to education, arguing that “there are some within international aid agencies, 

governments and academia who do not acknowledge the success and potentialities of low-cost 

private schooling in developing countries” (Dixon 2012: 186). Dixon argues that “in serval 

urban areas of the developing world…. in the shanty towns and slums, more children attend 

low-cost private schools than government ones… [that] private schools often have more 

dedicated teachers, smaller class sizes, and better facilities” (Dixon 2012: 192) as evidence of 

their success, actualities, potentialities and contributions to education in developing countries.  

 

In addition to inadequate government school supply there exists a range of other reasons for 

the growth in private education in developing countries in recent years. In Lagos, Nigeria 

private schools that emerged from the 1980s were linked to the teachers’ strikes which formed 

part of the grassroots opposition to the structural adjustment policies (Adelabu and Rose 

2008). Further explanations behind the growth of private schools in the Global South include 

the excess demand compared to an insufficient public supply, parents’ desire for education of 

different quality to that provided by the state and the demand for schools that are nearer to 

home (Oketch et al 2010b; Tooley and Yngstrom 2014). Studies exploring the reasons why 

individuals transfer from government schools to low cost private schools point to their 

perceived quality (Oketch et al 2010b; Ngware et al 2011). Moreover, the growth of private 

education is also in response to the global trend for the high demand of formal educational 

qualifications (Baum et al 2018). However, despite the growing upward trend of low-cost 

private school enrolment, quality is not always guaranteed and nor is equity.  

 

Consistent evidence highlights that an education sector dominated by private provision leads 

to increases in socioeconomic segregation (Pal & Kingdon 2010; Verger et al 2016, cited in 
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Baum et al 2018). The cost of private education plays no small part in explaining such 

socioeconomic segregation. Whilst students from disadvantaged backgrounds do attend 

private schools (Muralidharan & Kremer 2008), Heyneman and Stern’s (2014) study of low-

cost private schools in Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Pakistan, Indonesia, and Jamaica found that 

only around 10% of children from the poorest background attended private schools in Jamaica 

and Pakistan. Whilst there exists modest participation from those from the poorest 

backgrounds many more remain excluded from low-cost private schools owing to school costs 

(Akaguri 2014; Heyneman & Stern 2014; Muralidharan & Kremer 2008). Taking the average 

cost of schooling, research documents that those households living below the poverty line are 

required to spend “sizeable shares of their annual income to send a single child to a private 

school” (Baum et al 2018: 465).  

 

The work of Baum et al (2018) synthesizes this research which demonstrates that as a 

percentage of household income such households are required to spend 33% in Ghana 

(Akaguri, 2014), 30% in Malawi (Chimombo, 2009) and between 11 and 44% in Lagos (Härmä, 

2011; Tooley et al., 2005) of their income on low-cost private schooling costs. Consequently, 

as Ashley et al (2014) assert based upon a rigorous systematic review on the role and impact 

of private schools) “poverty seemingly overrides preference” (Ashley et al 2014: 29) in relation 

to the decision to attend government or private school. Where poor families choose to send 

their children to low-cost private schools their “ability to pay is unsustainable, or increases 

household poverty” (Ashley 2014: 30). Härmä’s (2009) research in India highlights that 

families made savings in relation to livelihood inputs, clothing and healthcare so as to pay for 

private school fees. In Ghana the work of Akaguri (2013) found that families often borrowed 

heavily in order to pay school fees.  

 

Quality: With regards to quality, and again in terms of metrics, research highlights the positive 

effect on performance in favour of private schools (Muralidharan & Sundararaman 2015; 

Tooley et al 2011). However, this is not without exception as Azam et al’s (2016) work in India 

shows. Furthermore, a few studies have shown public schools outperforming their private 

competitors, such as the work of Lassibille & Tan (2001) and Lassibille et al (2000) in 

Tanzania. Desai et al (2009) illustrate considerable differences among the performance of 

private schools in India. Chudgar and Quin (2011), “the only rigorous study to date” (Baum et 

al 2018: 464), explored the relationship between private schooling and achievement in both 

rural and urban India. They found “insufficient evidence to claim that children in private 

schools outperform those in public schools in India” (Chudgar and Quin 2011: 389) and thus 

“call into question the claim that private school effect may be unequivocally positive and 

highlights the potential heterogeneity in private school performance in the Indian context” 
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(Chudgar and Quin 2011: 376). Moreover, Salmi (2000) argues that the quality of education 

provided for by private schools is linked directly to their fee levels and location so that the 

poorest groups in society are unable to obtain the better and indeed best quality educational 

opportunities. Therefore, despite low-cost private schools’ potential to increase the reach of 

education especially in densely populated urban locales where state provision is insufficient 

they nonetheless maintain and perpetuate existing educational inequalities and this cannot be 

ignored nor downplayed. 
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4 Migration, Displacement, Education and a 

Consideration of the Urban 

“While many internal movements have innocuous consequences, 

some – particularly in rapidly urbanizing low and middle income 

countries – have serious effects on the educational opportunities of 

those moving and those left behind” 

(UNESCO 2018: 4) 

Migration and displacement along with their effects have been at the crux of much global 

discourse and debate regarding global mobility flows. The educational needs of “those on the 

move” (UNESCO 2018: iii), to echo the language of the most recent GEMR report, are not well 

catered for; provision is insufficient at best and non-existent at worst. “Ignoring the education 

of migrants squanders a great deal of human potential” (UNESCO 2018: iii). However, 

unfortunately this potential continues to be squandered. One of the core concerns of SHLC is 

to explore large-scale rural-to-urban migration in Africa and Asia and its effects upon 

urbanisation and the associated challenges that give way (in relation to education, health, 

sustainability). Thus, it is in this vein that the discussion below focuses upon internal 

migration and displacement to a far greater extent that international migration and 

displacement. This decision was an intentional one, owing to the focus of SHLC and the word 

limitation in which this review was set. Furthermore, the discussion that follows is by no 

means extensive or exhaustive, instead it provides a window into the key themes and issues 

that relation to the theme of migration, displacement, education and to a latter extent the 

urban.  

4.1 Migration   

4.1.1 Internal migration 

Internal migration makes up the majority of population movement with rural to urban 

migration especially prevalent in low and middle income countries, which contributes to 

urbanisation. In fact, internal population movement is greatest in low- and middle-income 

countries, especially India and China. Migration can be permanent or temporary and with 

regards to education “it is rural to urban flows and seasonal or circular flows that tend to pose 

the biggest challenges for education systems” (UNESCO 2018: 13). With regard to internal 
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migration, those in their 20s are most likely to migrate, either to learn new skills or to utilise 

those previously acquired (UNESCO 2018).  

 

Whilst the number of International migrants increased 2.5 times between 1960 (n= 93 

million) and 2015 (n= 241 million) (UNESCO 2018), the number of international migrants as 

a percentage of the overall population remained steady. In 2017 international migrants 

accounted for 3.4% (n= 258 million) of the global population, of which 64% live in high income 

counties. Low and middle-income countries have comparatively low international migration 

rates. Educated individuals are more likely to emigrate; globally those with tertiary, secondary 

and primary education are 5.4%, 1.8%, and 1.1% more times likely to emigrate (UNESCO 

2018). Moreover, those who emigrate possess greater educational levels than their hosts. With 

regards to education, immigrants tend to live in poorer areas which have lower quality 

educational institutions. Migrants sometimes leave children behind; in the Philippines child 

labour declined and school attendance increased in households where there was an 

international migrant (Yang 2008).  

4.1.2 Displacement 

“There are 87 million displaced people in the world: 25 million 

refugees, 3 million asylum-seekers, 40 million internally displaced due 

to conflict and 19 million displaced due to natural disasters. Their 

vulnerability is exacerbated when they are deprived of education.”  

(UNESCO 2018: 54) 

With regards to displacement, the number of displaced people in late 2017 was approximately 

87.3 million, the highest level of displacement since the end of the Second World War 

(UNESCO 2018). In total, 89% of refugees are hosted in low and middle income countries 

(UNHCR 2018). In addition, the average length of displacement has increased significantly. 

Individuals who crossed international boarders in their attempts to find safety from 

persecution and conflict stood at 25.4 million (refugees) and 3.1 million (asylum-seekers). 

Internally displaced people accounted for some 58.8 million people globally. With regards to 

the refugee population globally around 52% are under the age of 18 and around 39% of 

refugees (with available data) are reported to live in either managed, self-settled, transit camps 

or collective centres (UNESCO 2018) and overwhelmingly in sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

In addition, most refugees live in individual accommodation in urban areas and seek access to 

services, security, job opportunities and anonymity. However, these figures somewhat 

underrepresent the extent of displacement, given that these figures “do not include people who 
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have fled to countries that are not party to the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 protocol 

or that do not consider that certain conditions constitute persecution” (UNESCO 2018: 57). 

Estimating the education status of displaced people is complex as there are significant 

amounts of missing information. As the recent GEMR report notes “in the case of asylum 

seekers, it is very difficult to track whether children, some of whom end up detained, have 

access to education” (UNESCO 2018:57). Globally, with regards to refugee children, the 

UNHCR estimates that in 2017 61% and 23% of refugee children and adolescents were enrolled 

in primary school and secondary school respectively. In low income countries these figures 

dropped and under 50% and 11% were in primary and secondary education respectively. 

Approximately 4 million 5- to 17-year-old refugees were out of school in 2017 (UNESCO 2018). 

4.2 The effect of migration and displacement upon education  

4.2.1 Internal migration 

Migration and education are interrelated. Through the lens of education, migration affects 

only a small number of primary school-age children compared to secondary school children. 

Moreover, whilst internal rural to urban migration can improve educational outcomes this is 

confined to some not all. In the majority of countries, those who migrate from rural to urban 

areas tend to have a greater education level than those individuals that stay in their rural 

dwellings. Specifically, those with primary education, secondary education and tertiary 

education are 2 times, 3 times and 4 times respectively more likely to migrate from rural to 

urban areas compared to those with no education (UNESCO 2018). Does this then point to a 

predisposition of the already educated to embark upon rural to urban migration? The higher 

quality of education in urban areas is a reason why young people choose to migrate whereas 

for adults, the decision to migrate is grounded in reasons pertaining to the family and 

employment. Furthermore, internal rural to urban migration can increase the overall 

educational attainment in countries where access to education in rural locales is already low. 

For example, the 2015 GEMR (UNESCO 2015) highlighted that in sub-Saharan Africa “the 

increase in the percentage of people living in high attainment urban areas would have been 

enough to raise the average primary attainment rate by 1.5 percentage points between 2000 

and 2010” (UNESCO 2015:22). Whilst internal rural migrants can indeed improve their 

educational attainment when they move into cities, this is by no means always the case. 

4.2.2 Internal seasonal labour migrants 

Internal seasonal labour migrants often have their education disrupted. Children can be 

viewed as providing additional workforce (Bengtsson and Dyer 2017) and access to education 
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proves a challenge. Research by Aide et Action et al (2015) found that across seven Indian 

cities 80% of seasonal migrant children were not able to access education near their work site. 

Children that work as domestic help in urban households are “among the most vulnerable to 

non‑attendance at school, although estimates are scarce” (UNESCO 2018: 22). In Africa, 

where parent migration occurs it is not uncommon for children to be placed in foster care in 

order to continue their education (Beck et al., 2015; Marazyan, 2015). However, there are 

gender disparities; boys are more likely to be sent to live in households where there is a greater 

emphasis upon education (Beck et al 2015). With regards to nomad and pastoralist 

populations, the most recent GEMR report writes that “their education situation is dire” 

(UNESCO 2018: 22). Nomad and pastoralist populations have higher rates of illiteracy and 

struggle to stay in school owing to their mobility. Even when nomad and pastoralist 

populations attend schools, the curriculum taught is often incompatible with their experience 

and language. In Tanzania the work of Hedges et al (2016) found that pastoralists regard the 

costs of formal education as outweighing the benefits.  

4.2.3 Internal migration and slums 

The influx of migrants to cities often gives rise to segregation and migrants who reside in slums 

have fewer educational opportunities compared to the rest of the population. Analysing three 

cities in India, Sahoo (2016) found that newer migrants were the most marginalised regardless 

of religious or social background, often the result of the lack of documentation and tensions 

between older migrants to the area. Slum dwellers lack access to basic services including 

education (UN Habitat 2016). In Kenyan slums, the work of Mugisha (2006) has shown that, 

as children get older, their access to schooling decreases. Within the context of Bangladesh, in 

relation to access to primary school, a child’s parental educational level (Kabeer and Mahmud 

2009), in addition to the location and wealth of a household, can determine access (Cameron 

2011). The global slum population is set to grow and by 2030 there will be some 80 million 

more children living in slums. The lack of provision of education in slums has resulted in 

provision by both NGOs and private organisations. For example, in Nairobi over 40% of 

migrants in two informal settlements attended schools providing for by the private sector 

between 2003 and 2010 (Abuya 2018). However, private schools are not always better and 

within the context of slums minimum standards are often not met. When thinking about the 

relationship between education and those residing within urban slums the headline 

conclusion is that the urban poor in slums are not able to make use of the so-called urban 

advantage in the same way that their wealthier urban counterparts are able. 

 

At present, there are staggering numbers of displaced people; the total number (97.3 million 

in late 2017) is at its highest since the end of the Second World War (UNESCO 2018). From 
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the outset, most refugees are from vulnerable communities and often lack education prior to 

displacement (Marshall 2015). Just 11% of refugees in low-income countries were enrolled in 

secondary education in 2017 (UNESCO 2018). Whether the result of natural disasters or 

conflict, internal displacement has a negative impact on education. Within those countries 

affected by conflict, refugees place greater pressure on already strained education systems. 

Despite the call for inclusive education for all, “the position of refugees who rely on host 

countries to extend international rights to education is not identical to those of people 

displaced within their home countries and whose governments bear specific responsibilities 

to fulfil their citizens’ rights” (UNESCO 2018: 55).  

 

In the context of conflict in north-east Nigeria as a result of the violent attacks on civilians by 

Boko Haram (a militant Islamist group) in 2017 there were approximately 1.6 million 

internally displaced people, which included 700,000 children of school-age. As Igbinedion et 

al (2017) document, of the 260 school sites, 28% had damage to them as a result of bullets, 

shells or shrapnel, 29% had armed groups or military in close proximity, 20% had been 

intentionally set on fire, 32% had been looted. Often, teachers are the only available resource 

to those that have been displaced. However, they are by no means a silver bullet to the issue 

of displacement and education. Short term and unregulated contracts negatively affect 

working conditions of those teaching displaced populations.  

 

In addition, teachers are often required to teach missed-aged, mixed-ability, multilingual 

classrooms that are often overcrowded. Stress and trauma often accompany displacement and 

the ability to attend to such issues is a further expectation placed upon teachers. 

Unfortunately, teachers working within refugee education are in mass short supply, especially 

so in relation to qualified teachers. For example, in Kenya’s Kakuma camp 73% of primary 

teachers are uncertified (Mendenhall et al 2018). Often teachers working within these settings 

do not have formal teacher qualifications and often retired teachers are recalled in order to 

meet such gaps in teaching (Strauss, 2016; Vogel and Stock 2017). However, as the work of 

Kirk and Winthrop (2013) notes, such teachers possess other traits that are of value given the 

context, for example shared cultural understanding. In Uganda, in accordance with its 

education sector plan there is the need for an extra 7,000 primary school teachers for refugee 

education (Uganda Ministry of Education and Sports 2018). Moreover, there is a distinct lack 

of female teachers within displaced settings owing to safety considerations and cultural biases 

against women (Ring and West 2015). The work of Dolan et al (2012) has highlighted that 

further issues include a lack of resources to pay teachers for their time, payroll and teacher 

qualification records and ill-maintained managements systems. 
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Despite the aforementioned insights and issues monitoring the education situation for those 

who have migrated or who have been displaced be it internationally or internally, voluntary or 

forced remains a key challenge. As has been mentioned within this review, migrant households 

are often not captured in household surveys and they are less likely to take part in interviews 

owing to language barriers. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development places centre stage 

education in the commitment to leave no one behind and this includes those who have 

migrated or been displaced.  
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5 Conclusion 

Many of the findings of this review resonate with the present and future research focus of 

SHLC in relation to education and urbanization in the global south. The review of the existing 

literature arrived at the following insights, which are reflected to a greater or lesser degree in 

the research and capacity development agenda of the project: 

 

• Girls and women are continuously discriminated against and gender inequality 

continues to be perpetuated – it is for this reason as to why this review argues that the 

work of SHLC should have a concerted focus upon gender, especially so in relation to 

education. 

• This review warns against focusing exclusively on ‘the urban’ as it conflates the picture 

on the ground and masks educational inequalities that exist within and across urban 

areas, places and spaces. Thus, the work of SHLC, moving forwards needs to continue 

to consider comparisons within and between urban neighborhoods in its case study 

countries and cities.  

• School choice, learner mobility and children’s journeys to school is another 

prominent issue for those attending school within urban areas in the global south yet 

despite this there exists limited research in relation to the global south. Given SHLC’s 

interest in the sustainable, healthy, learning cities it is appropriate that SHLC 

explores the spatial dimensions of education within and across neighborhoods in the 

case study countries and cities.  

• Over the past two decades there has been a growth in for-profit private education in 

the global south. However, private education does not always translate into quality 

education given that quality is often linked to the fee level and that the poorest in 

society are not able to obtain the better and best quality educational opportunities. In 

relation to sustainable goal 4, quality education, the work of SHLC considers the 

various type of schools available to residents in different neighborhoods within and 

across its case study cities and the implications of this upon educational quality and 

equality.  

• Given that one of the core concerns of SHLC is to explore large-scale rural-to-urban 

migration in Africa and Asia this review the work of SHLC seeks to explore whether 

education serves as motivating factor for individuals who moved to the city and 

whether or not the educational opportunities and their perceived quality impacts on 

individual’s decisions to reside in or leave particular urban neighbourhoods. 
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The above topics are not in any order of priority but instead reflect the structure of this review. 

However, the broad, underlying takeaway recommendation from this review is that attention 

should be given to the various educational opportunities and indeed inequalities that are 

emerging as a result of rapid urbanization in the global south. Here the focus should be upon 

comparing the way in which rapid urbanization across various neighbourhoods in cities in the 

global south effects education in both positive and negative ways. It should be noted that whilst 

a focus upon the urban is helpful it can at times mask inequalities within and between urban 

neighbourhood. This review therefore notes that all researchers who are concerned with issues 

of social justice as they relate to rapid urbanization need to cast a critical eye upon the ways in 

which rapid urbanization in cities in the global south may affect educational opportunities 

differently for different social groups living in different neighbourhoods and dwellings. This, 

in the view of the author will help provide information and understanding to help realise some 

of the pressing educational challenges concerned with achieving quality education for all in 

rapidly urbanizing cities in the global south.  

 

Finally, the author of this review wishes to also warn against the danger of holding education 

as a panacea for development. Whilst the pursuit of quality education as a desirable ideal and 

one that educational systems and societies at large should strive to achieve I wish to cite Tikly 

when he cautiously warns against placing education as a panacea to larger societal problems, 

whether local, national or global in nature asserting that:  

“The danger is that a good quality education is perceived as a 

panacea for problems that have their root causes elsewhere in the 

wider economy and society”  

(Tikly 2011: 7). 
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