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The Education with Community Participation (EDUCO) program began 
in El Salvador in early 1991, near the end of the twelve-year civil war. It 
not only represented an extreme form of decentralization in that it trans-
ferred the responsibility for hiring, firing, and supervising teachers to rural 
communities, but it was also the first reform of its kind in Latin America. 
During the ensuing 20 years, the program has received tremendous atten-
tion. Indeed, within the country it became the central program through 
which the education sector was rebuilt and expanded in the postwar era of 
the 1990s and 2000s. Internationally, the program has been widely recog-
nized as a successful and desirable example of community-level education 
management decentralization. In fact, the program has become a “global 
education policy” in that it has been and continues to be highlighted, 
cited, promoted, and adapted around the world.

To date, however, the majority of research on this program has been 
ahistorical in nature and has focused narrowly on whether the program 
“worked”— statistically speaking and with regard to such outcomes as 
student achievement. In contrast, in this book, I analyze the dynamics of 
how the policy was developed. I shed new light on the trajectory of the 
EDUCO program by employing the approach of critical international 
political economy and by combining this approach with an analytic frame-
work centered on mechanisms and pathways of transnational influence. By 
utilizing these theoretical and conceptual tools, I am able to reveal how 
the program was developed, scaled up, and internationally promoted. 
More specifically, I am able to highlight the relevant political-economic 
structures that impinged on education reform, as well as the various 
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 mechanisms and pathways of transnational influence that contributed to 
its advancement within and beyond El Salvador. As explained, interna-
tional organizations were central to the policy development process in a 
number of ways.

Methodologically, I focus not only on the process of development 
itself, but also on the ways in which actors and forces from multiple levels 
(local, national, international) interact and intersect in that process. 
Theoretically, by choosing to analyze EDUCO’s origins, I attempt to con-
tribute to our understanding of how (i.e., through which mechanisms of 
transnational influence) and why certain policies come into existence and 
subsequently go global. That is, the book seeks to go beyond a presenta-
tion of findings on EDUCO and to contribute as well to (a) how we 
understand and investigate the phenomenon of global education; (b) the 
potential and pitfalls of community-based management; (c) the meaning 
of the current phase of community-based management in the history of 
decentralization trends; (d) the role of research in the politics and promo-
tion of global education policies; and (e) the possibilities that exist for 
combating the emergence, circulation, and implementation of neoliberal 
education policies globally.
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CHAPTER 1

The Global Education Policy Field: 
Characterization, Conceptualization, 

Contribution

The Global educaTion Policy Field

While it is now commonplace for certain education policies or policy ideas 
to circulate widely around the world, it was not always this way. Rather, 
the emergence of “global education policies”—or those policies that are 
widely promoted by education reformers and frequently considered by 
policymakers—is a relatively recent phenomenon with origins in the post- 
World War II context. Certainly, prior to this time, there is evidence of the 
formal and informal study of education internationally (Sobe 2002), not 
to mention the dissemination of reform principles through such means as 
World’s Fairs (Sobe and Boven 2014) and regional and international con-
ferences (Chabbott 1998). However, it was only in 1945, in the post- 
World War II context, when governments were concerned with ensuring 
peace, stability, and prosperity by creating multilateral institutions, that 
the first international intergovernmental organization with an education 
mandate came into being, namely UNESCO, or the United Nations 
Education, Science and Culture Organization (Jones and Coleman 
2005).1 As Mundy et al. (2016) describe, the establishment of UNESCO, 
together with the development of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948, placed education on the postwar agenda of multilateral-
ism, which was focused on ensuring shared principles and values across 
countries.2 Importantly, these authors furthermore note that, in this 
 context, “while education would remain predominantly the preserve of 
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national sovereignty …, for the first time, the need for global standards 
and cross-national problem solving in education was recognized as an 
appropriate and important domain for multilateralism” (Mundy et  al. 
2016, p. 4).

In subsequent decades, as education became an issue of concern for 
more and more international organizations, these organizations repre-
sented a new aspect of international relations (Jones 2007). However, 
more than entities in and through which the interests of states were set-
tled, the work of international organizations and their interaction with 
each other and with national and even subnational actors increasingly con-
stituted a space—or field—of activity in its own right. In this field of activ-
ity, which has recently come to be known as the “global education policy 
field,” many organizations are either semi-independent or completely 
independent of the interests of states, with the implication being that this 
field is also characterized by the priorities, preferences, and autonomy of 
numerous kinds of actors (Jakobi 2009).

The proliferation of actors that would make up the global education 
policy field accelerated in the 1960s, with the breakdown of colonialism, 
and continued after this time, with the emergence of new states as well as 
new organizations that would take an interest in their education systems. 
These actors can be divided into at least three broad categories (Berman 
1992). The first is multilateral institutions such as United Nations organi-
zations and regional development banks. The second is national aid agen-
cies, that is, governmental bodies that provide development assistance to 
low-income countries, often, though not always, along lines of national 
self-interest and formerly colonial relationships. The third group can be 
labeled international civil society and includes nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), such as philanthropic organizations, think tanks, research 
organizations, Save the Children, Teach for All, the Global Campaign for 
Education, and Education International (the global federation of teach-
ers’ unions), to name a few. Of course, as there are uneven power relation-
ships across organizations competing for influence (Edwards et  al. 
forthcoming-b), and given that the field of global education policy is situ-
ated within larger geopolitical dynamics (Mundy and Verger 2015), it can 
be said that the “global architecture of education is … a complex web of 
ideas, networks of influence, policy frameworks and practices, financial 
arrangements, and organizational structures” (Jones 2007, p. 325).

Starting in the 1990s, in order to characterize the dynamics described 
above, scholars began to employ the term global governance (Mundy 
2007), which can be defined as the “authoritative allocation (by a variety 

 1 THE GLOBAL EDUCATION POLICY FIELD: CHARACTERIZATION…
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of means) of values in policy areas that potentially affect the world as a 
whole and its component parts” (Overbeek 2004, p. 2). Not surprisingly, 
the emergence of this term coincided with the end of the Cold War and 
came on the heels of a new wave of economic globalization that began in 
the 1970s. The point here is to note that, when it comes to the global 
governance of education, in the context of a world capitalist system, there 
have been new pressures put on states by the combination of economic 
liberalization, financial deregulation, and periodic recessions, together 
with the prevalence of the logic of neoliberalism, new public management, 
and accountability (Bonal 2002, 2003; Carnoy 1999; Harvey 2005; 
Peck and Tickell 2002; Verger et al. 2016). More specifically, these eco-
nomic and ideational factors create challenges for states (a) by pressuring 
them to compete economically, which entails a focus on making education 
systems competitive (in the case of economic liberalization); (b) by mak-
ing it more difficult to collect tax revenue (in the case of financial deregu-
lation); (c) by forcing policymakers to do more with less (in the case of 
periodic recessions, or in the case of budget shortfalls for other reasons); 
and (d) by shifting the common sense around reform such that policies 
based on competition and mechanistic notions of accountability are seen 
as being the most appropriate and desirable for improving the quality of 
education (in the case of logic of neoliberalism).

At the same time, politically, one can observe increasing involvement of 
international actors and increasing influence of globally promoted ideas in 
education-related affairs, both at the international and national levels. 
Perhaps the most prominent example is the Education for All initiative, 
which grew out of the World Conference on Education for All in Dakar in 
1990. This conference was organized by four main, multilateral conven-
ing institutions, and the resultant education goals were agreed to by 
155  countries.3 This initiative served as a key referent in the discussion 
around education reform in low-income countries through 2015, the 
date by which the six goals were to have been met (King 2007). However, 
it should be noted that high-income countries have not been immune to 
global governance dynamics. Recent examples of the global impacting the 
national in high-income states include the results of international tests of 
student achievement (Grek 2009), as well as the work of multinational 
corporations and consultancy companies that are “firmly embedded in the 
complex, intersecting networks of policy-making and policy delivery and 
various kinds of transaction work (brokerage and contract writing)—
much of which is hidden from view” (Ball 2009, p. 89; see also Ball 2012).

 THE GLOBAL EDUCATION POLICY FIELD 
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Recent work by scholars has focused explicitly on describing and theo-
rizing the field of global education policy (e.g., Mundy et al. 2016; Verger 
et al. forthcoming). The thrust of this work has been to conceptualize the 
“international political space in which policy agencies compete for influ-
encing the shape of national and international education policy” (Jakobi 
2009, p. 477). Visually, this space can be depicted as in Fig. 1.1.4 A key 
feature of this field is that it is inhabited by the three types of international 
actors mentioned above—that is, multilateral institutions, foreign aid 
agencies, and international NGOs—as well as national political actors, 
including policymakers, governmental agencies, and national and local 
NGOs, among others (Lingard et al. 2015). Given the developments of 
recent decades, to this picture should be added a fourth group of interna-
tional actors that have become increasingly involved and influential in this 
field—namely, transnational corporations, consultancy companies, and 
philanthropic foundations (Ball 2012). Together, these four groups are 
the primary actors that compete and collaborate to define and advance 
agendas and policies for education at the global level and to insert them 
into policy reform at the national level.

Although Fig. 1.1 visually places countries in a subordinate position, it 
is important to note that it allows for a two-way relationship between the 
national and international levels. As can be seen, there is a bidirectional 

Fig. 1.1 The Global education policy field
Source: Novelli and Verger (2008)
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arrow connecting country 4 with the global agenda for education. This is 
a crucial point, for while much scholarship on global education policy 
arguably focuses on the various ways that the global impacts the national 
and local levels, it is essential that we remain open to the ways that the 
local and national levels impact the global. Indeed, it is in this area that the 
present book seeks to contribute.

As both the preceding discussion and Fig. 1.1 indicate, scholarship in 
the area of global education policy is very broad because it can focus on 
many things. Examples include how and why policies travel, are borrowed, 
and are implemented; the actors who contribute to the production and 
movement of those policies, as well as the strategies they employ; the insti-
tutional and political spaces in and through which this traveling occurs; as 
well as the dynamics and topography of the field of activity more generally. 
These foci are reflected across the various intellectual and disciplinary 
approaches that scholars use to understand global education policies and 
the broader field of activity portrayed visually in Fig. 1.1, as further dis-
cussed in the next section.

aPProaches To Global educaTion Policy

There are multiple streams of scholarship that examine global education 
policy (Verger et al. forthcoming), and these streams come from different 
disciplinary and theoretical traditions.5 While various approaches to global 
education policy are distinguished here for purposes of clarity and in order 
to locate the present study in relation to existing scholarship, there is over-
lap across the perspectives and some authors fall within more than one 
approach. With this in mind, this section briefly discusses two well-known, 
macro-level perspectives on global education policy (World Culture 
Theory and international political economy), as well as a number of other 
approaches grounded in political, sociological, sociocultural, anthropo-
logical, and international relations perspectives. Not included here are 
evaluative studies whose only purpose is to determine the outcomes of a 
given policy. The reason for this is that in such evaluative studies the global 
nature or global circulation of education policies is irrelevant; that is, these 
studies do not concern themselves with policy origins, policy traveling, or 
issues of policymaking, but rather only with policy impact. As such they do 
not conceptually engage with any of the questions that are central to the 
present book or the field of global education policy.

 APPROACHES TO GLOBAL EDUCATION POLICY 
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World Culture Theory

One group of scholars approaches the issue of the origins of global educa-
tion policy from the perspective of World Culture Theory. This tradition 
sees international actors such as United Nations organizations as carriers 
of ideas that are freely taken up by nations around the world (Chabbott 
1998; McNeely 1995; McNeely and Cha 1994; Meyer et  al. 1997; 
Ramirez et  al. 2016). That is, from the perspective of World Culture 
Theory, through such avenues as international conferences and engage-
ment with international organizations and their publications, policymak-
ers at the national level are exposed to—and then adopt, out of a desire to 
be seen as legitimate—prevailing ideas around what education systems 
should look like (Ramirez and Boli 1987). This happens in the context of 
a “world society” composed of nation-states that have, especially in the 
post-World War II period, become increasingly dependent on seemingly 
rational, bureaucratic institutions, with the implication being that educa-
tion is one among many sectors affected by this trend, a trend which, at 
foundation, is geared toward achieving “progress” and “modernization” 
through the spread and inculcation of liberal legal and cultural norms 
(e.g., primacy of the individual, consumption, faith in science, obedience, 
etc.) (Boli et al. 1985). When it comes to methods, World Culture schol-
ars have tended to look for trends in global reform in the extent to which 
educational policies, curricula, and textbooks reflect the ideas embedded 
in the discourse that is circulated globally by international organizations 
(Chabbott 1998; Kamens and McNeely 2010). Differences between 
international ideas and globally circulated models, on one hand, and the 
forms they take at the national level, on the other, are attributed to insti-
tutional isomorphism and loose coupling (Meyer et al. 1997).6

International Political Economy

Another group of scholars approaches global education policy through 
perspectives grounded in international political economy, with its focus on 
structure, power, and the nation-state as a site of negotiation among com-
peting political and (capitalist) economic interests. Roger Dale (2000), for 
example, in writing about what he labels the “globally structured agenda 
for education,” sees the pressures generated by the capitalist world econ-
omy as central to the settlement of national-level decisions related to edu-
cation policy. Indeed, when it comes to education, the important thing to 
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 7

note from this framework is that education is at the heart of the process by 
which the government legitimates and generates consent for capitalist 
modes of production (see Tarlau forthcoming, for a recent example). 
International development banks are a favorite target for scholars preoc-
cupied with global capitalism and the spread of neoliberal education poli-
cies. For these scholars, the World Bank (and other institutions with similar 
ideology) functions to promote (and to lobby for the acceptance of) poli-
cies that hold out the promise of improved educational quality and other 
outcomes of interest (like enhanced productivity, increased employment, 
national competitiveness, etc.) without challenging the capitalist system of 
which the education sector is a part (Bonal 2002). In trying to understand 
the origins and spread of global education policies, scholars grounded 
in the general paradigm of international political economy tend to  examine 
the power dynamics, processes, and structures that characterize the inter-
action of international organizations with government counterparts, as 
well as the pathways through which international organizations are able to 
exert their influence (see, e.g., Dale 1999; Moutsios 2009, 2010; Rappleye 
2011; Samoff 2009).7 See Chap. 3 for an extensive discussion of these 
mechanisms and pathways, as well as for a more full discussion of the tradi-
tions of international political economy.

International Relations and Global Governance

A third group of scholars approaches global education policy through the 
lens of international relations and global governance (Barnett and 
Finnemore 2005; Jakobi 2009; Jones and Coleman 2005; Jones 2007; 
Mundy 1998, 2007). While there are multiple camps within international 
relations theory, the most basic two are idealist and realist in nature, with 
the former focusing on (or assuming) the inclination of nation-states to 
work together through organs of global governance (e.g., the United 
Nations) to make progress on liberal priorities (e.g., democracy, safety, 
health, universal education, etc.), while the latter has presumed indepen-
dence and inherent conflict among states and, within the realm of global 
relations, “the pursuit of national interests in contexts of very uneven dis-
tributions,” including through multilateral organizations such as the 
World Bank (Jones and Coleman 2005, p.  9). A third international 
 relations perspective is neo-Marxist in nature and draws on world systems 
theory (Wallerstein 1984). These scholars depart from a preoccupation 
with the capitalist world system and the way that nation-states occupy 
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either core or peripheral positions within that system. From their privi-
leged positions in this system, core nations use international organizations 
to their benefit and to extend the capitalist economic system (Mundy 
2007). Notably, these three groups of scholars were not primarily inter-
ested in global education policy.

However, since the 1990s, following the end of the Cold War, there has 
been a shift in the discussion by international relations scholars toward 
global governance (Mundy 2007). The point is that, independent of 
nation-states, there is a “global polity” that is “an evolving set of process 
and interactions … that by definition involves heterogeneous private and 
public actors at multiple levels or scales of action: local, national, interna-
tional, and transnational” (Mundy 2007, p.  343). This perspective on 
global relations aligns with the depiction of the field of global education 
policy in Fig. 1.1. For instance, scholars writing from the global gover-
nance perspective have remarked that “multilateral organizations are seen 
as world actors in their own right, behaving as distinct components of 
global power relations and not merely as functional extensions of the sys-
tems that gave rise to them” (Jones and Coleman 2005, p. 4; see also 
Barnett and Finnemore 2005). Research on the global governance of edu-
cation often investigates the global-level processes, structures, rules, and 
interinstitutional dynamics that affect global education policies (see, e.g., 
Edwards et al. forthcoming-b; Robertson et al. 2002; Verger 2009). In 
doing so, this research focuses on the institutions that operate in the global 
education policy field and examines how “forms of international authority 
[grounded in norms and rational, bureaucratic organization] are socially 
constructed and historically contingent, rather than materially or histori-
cally fixed” (Mundy 2007, p.  351). Examples of this research include 
Jones and Coleman (2005), Menashy (2016), Menashy and Manion 
(2016), Mundy (1998), and Mundy and Verger (2015). Although there is 
overlap across international political economy and global governance in 
terms of their focus on processes and the role of institutions therein, inter-
national political economy places greater emphasis on the influence of 
global capitalism, structures, and material power.

Policy Sociology

Although work on policy sociology has long underscored the way that ide-
ology connects with the political and economic dimensions of policymak-
ing (Ball 1990; Carney 2008), recent scholarship has sought to  understand 
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international institutions’ production of ideas and the power that these 
ideas hold in the global education policy field. By drawing on critical con-
structivism (with its assumption that portrayals of reality reinforce actual 
power structures) and Cultural Political Economy (which is interested in 
how economic and political imaginaries are translated and institutionalized 
in structures), Verger (2014), for example, building on the work of 
Robertson and Dale (2015) and Jessop (2010), emphasizes that such 
actors as the World Bank are key in global governance because of their abil-
ity to project visions of the world, to define problems that need to be 
solved, and then to mobilize ideas and evidence around which models are 
appropriate for solving those problems. This approach has been utilized to 
explain how the World Bank has framed and sold the idea of public-private 
partnerships in education (Verger 2012; see also Samoff 2012; Shahjahan 
2016). Similar work has been done on the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development and other think tanks to show how their 
knowledge products are used to compare and rank countries, to identify 
problems, and to offer solutions (Auld and Morris 2014; Grek 2014; Lewis 
2016; Lingard and Rawolle 2011). It should be noted, though, that such 
organizations and their knowledge products are not hegemonic in nature 
and are often used strategically by national actors to advance their own 
agendas (Addey 2015; Selllar and Lingard 2013; Takayama 2008).

A second strand within policy sociology also has a long history but with 
new developments. Specifically, while scholars have for many years focused, 
from a sociohistorical perspective, on the “international interconnections” 
that have facilitated the spread of ideas across academic fields and among 
organizations around the world (Schriewer 2000, p.  305; see also 
Schriewer, 1990), a number of researchers have begun to unpack these 
interconnections by looking closely at the role of networks. These scholars 
use actor-network theory in order to open up processes of policy transfer, 
that is, to “make visible the processes through which social change takes 
place” (Beech and Artopoulos 2016, p. 262). This area of research is use-
ful in that it maps the—often invisible—networks of public, private, and 
nongovernmental actors that not only permeate policymaking processes 
but that also contribute to the global diffusion and strategic deployment 
of knowledge products, policies, and reform models (Ball 2012, 2016). 
Work in this area shows how reform entrepreneurs, think tanks, corpora-
tions, philanthropic foundations, multilateral institutions, universities, and 
governments are connected and how these connections cut across the 
local, national, and global levels of the global education policy field (Ball 
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2012; Hogan et al. 2015; Junemann and Ball 2015; La Londe et al. 2015). 
In so doing, this research accentuates an important aspect of the move-
ment of global education policies.

Political Perspectives

What is included in this subgroup includes a number of perspectives. 
Although it may be a point of contention as to whether “political” is 
the best term to describe the diverse perspectives discussed here, what 
they do have in common is two characteristics. First, they represent (or 
make use of) midrange theories or perspectives; that is, they are not 
macro- sociological or macro-political-economic theories in the same 
way as World Culture Theory or the general approach of international 
political economy. Second, they zero in on the interaction of the global 
and the national levels as ideas spread, make contact with national-level 
political actors, are leveraged for various reasons, and are incorporated 
(or not) into policy.

Theorizing the processes and reasons for the adoption of policies from 
elsewhere is a central focus of authors writing within the political perspec-
tive (Edwards 2013). Whereas some scholars conceive of straightforward 
processes in which policymakers seek out and adopt the policies of other 
countries because of the belief that they are superior (Phillips 2004; 
Phillips and Ochs 2004), other scholars accommodate in their theories the 
possibility that actors in one country employ international rhetoric around 
reform or make reference to reforms in other countries simply in order to 
gain credibility for the policies they already preferred (Schriewer 2000; 
Spreen 2004). In the end, the international models may be similar to or 
different from that which results in the borrowing country, since interna-
tional models typically undergo modification as they are translated to fit 
the local context, a process that has been labeled “internalization” (Spreen 
2004) or “indigenization” (Schriewer 2000). In addition to being well- 
documented (Steiner-Khamsi 2004; Steiner-Khamsi and Waldow 2011), 
there is also a strand of research that brings a systems perspective to this 
phenomenon. This strand relates to work grounded in systems theory and 
examines the logic of both governmental entities (Steiner-Khamsi 2016a) 
and business actors (Steiner-Khamsi 2016b) as they work with, translate, 
internalize, or attempt to reject global education policies.

A recent contribution to research on policy adoption has been to focus 
more on the circumstances of national actors as they consider borrowing 
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global education policies (Verger 2014). Beyond the dimension of legiti-
mation mentioned above, this research also suggests that scholars should 
be attentive to (a) the prevailing ideology of the government in question 
(e.g., social-democratic vs. neoliberal), (b) the administrative and regula-
tory viability of the policy being considered (in terms of legal and norma-
tive compatibility), (c) the political rules that govern the country (since 
countries can have power centralized, as in authoritarian contexts; frag-
mented, as in some parliamentary contexts in Europe; or decentralized, as 
in the United States), and (d) the extent to which the context is affected 
by crisis (since periods of crisis are characterized by uncertainty and are 
often susceptible to policy reconsideration) (Verger 2014). This work adds 
complexity to the discussion of policy adoption and attempts to enhance 
our ability to explain why policies are, or are not, borrowed in a given 
context.

Finally, it should be noted that some scholarship within the political 
perspective overlaps with research from the approach of international 
political economy. This makes sense, since scholars are often interested in 
issues of power dynamics, particularly between international organizations 
and national governments, but without attending to larger geopolitical 
structures or to theories of global capitalism and the crisis of legitimation 
that states face as a result of the latter (Dale 1989; Tarlau forthcoming). 
Here, scholars have focused on processes of policymaking and policy dif-
fusion and the national-level politics that accompany them (Edwards 
2017; Edwards et al. forthcoming-a) as well as the economics of policy 
borrowing (Steiner-Khamsi 2006). While processes of policymaking in the 
context of global governance are important to unpack because doing so 
shows the mundane ways that power dynamics manifest, and thus makes 
us aware of the seemingly innocuous actions through which the prefer-
ences of international actors are advanced, a focus on the economics of 
policy borrowing is likewise an important aspect to incorporate into analy-
ses, since low-income countries in need of financing frequently pursue 
reforms suggested and funded by international organizations such as the 
World Bank or other aid agencies. However, it is also important to extend 
the analysis beyond the moment of initial policy adoption. In so doing, 
research has shown that development organizations are not always able to 
achieve meaningful policy reforms in the face of reluctance or intentional 
foot dragging by borrowing governments (Steiner-Khamsi and Stolpe 
2006). Notably, rather than focusing only on the nexus between interna-
tional and governmental actors, some research has taken the additional 
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step of incorporating nongovernmental actors into the equation of policy 
reform, including by examining how international civil society and trans-
national social movements connect with and support the capacity and the 
political engagement of local-level NGOs in policymaking and policy 
implementation processes (Edwards and Brehm 2015; Mundy and 
Murphy 2001; Rambla et  al. 2017; Steiner-Khamsi and Silova 2008; 
Sutton and Arnove 2004; Verger and Novelli 2012).

Anthropological Approaches

What research from the political perspective tends to overlook is taken as 
the central focus by scholars who work with anthropological approaches. 
Stambach (2016) characterizes the distinction well: “Whereas scholars 
who focus on policy directly might talk about norms as not made but set—
as in, set goals and set agendas within policy organizations— anthropologists 
stay focused on the concept of making in order to stress the ongoing 
project of social activity” (p. 498). In other words, researchers working 
from anthropological approaches “examine disjunct-yet-linked social 
spaces simultaneously” (Stambach 2016, p.  499), and in so doing are 
attentive to sociocultural aspects of policy, that is, the meaning that policy 
has in practice (Sutton and Levinson 2001). As opposed to focusing on 
how policy is adopted, anthropologists focus on policy appropriation by 
studying the “frameworks of cultural meaning people use to interpret 
their experience” (Sutton and Levinson 2001, pp. 2–3). These approaches 
thus highlight the ways that global education policies are variously por-
trayed, interpreted, experienced, and enacted across different spaces. For 
example, research has examined what globally circulated models look like 
and how they are lived at the community level (Anderson-Levitt 2003) as 
well as at the “in-between worlds” of national policy actors (Gardinier 
2015) and even the ways that policy borrowing plays out in specific insti-
tutional settings, such as universities (Rappleye et al. 2011).

Since at least the early 2000s, scholars have worked to adapt anthropo-
logical methods to the challenges presented by globalization and the 
 circulation of global education policies (Vavrus 2005; Vavrus and Bartlett 
2009). To that end, Frances Vavrus and Lesley Bartlett suggest the use of 
ethnographic strategies to account for the vertical, horizontal, and trans-
versal dimensions of the policy experience. The first of these (i.e., the 
vertical) pertains to the practice of policy across micro-, meso-, and macro- 
levels (or scales); the second of these (i.e., the horizontal) corresponds 
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with how policies unfold in distinct locations; and the last of these (i.e., 
the transversal) directs attention to the “creative appropriation of educa-
tional policies across time” (Bartlett and Vavrus 2014, p. 131). Although 
less common, there are scholars who not only bring a multidimensional 
anthropological lens to their work but who do so while being an insider, 
that is, while being an actor in the process of enacting policy. One example 
is the case of Rappleye and Leang (forthcoming) who, through auto- 
ethnographic methods, report on their own experiences as actors in the 
process of implementation of World Bank policy in Cambodia. They show 
in detail the frustrating ways that the World Bank’s assessment of local 
context is bereft of meaningful knowledge of that context, the ways that 
World Bank policies repeatedly clash with Cambodian institutional culture 
and constraints, and the extent to which the World Bank is willfully unre-
sponsive to the challenges that arise.

The Future of Global Education Policy Research

Without a doubt, research will continue to be produced that aligns with 
the approaches delineated above. This is not surprising, as the strands dis-
cussed are part of larger intellectual projects that will sustain themselves 
without needing to look outside their disciplinary or epistemic boundar-
ies. That said, there are other ways forward that can push the limits of 
current scholarship on global education policies, a few of which will be 
mentioned here.

Work by Stephen Carney (2016) has drawn on the postmodern tradi-
tion to trouble the notion of subjectivity and the centrality of the state in 
research on global education policy. The goal here is to problematize the 
assumptions that permeate global education policy research when it comes 
to the rational and holistic (as opposed to fragmented and becoming) 
nature of individuals as well as the notion that the state is at the center of 
social life. This line of investigation clearly threatens the foundations of 
global education policy research, though it also holds the promise of new 
insights that current approaches are limited from producing.

There are other scholars who are similarly investigating and question-
ing the roots of comparative and international education more generally. 
These scholars are doing so by bringing into relief the colonial founda-
tions of the field of comparative and international education (Rappleye 
forthcoming; Takayama et al. 2017) as well as by disturbing such central, 
Western concepts as chronological time (Rappleye and Komatsu 2016). 
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