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Praise for The Handbook of Global Education Policy

“This is a remarkable editorial achievement. By bringing together some of the best
known writers on global education policy, this volume does the international
educational community an invaluable service. Those wishing to deepen their under-
standing of the complex mechanisms and processes that drive education policy in
this new global era will find much in this book that will engage, challenge, and pro-
voke them. An essential overview for students and seasoned researchers alike.”
Ronald G. Sultana, Euro-Mediterranean Centre for
Educational Research, University of Malta

“This authoritative Handbook, edited by leading international scholars, brings
together a veritable Who’s Who from the world of comparative education. It also
includes chapters by promising young scholars from many parts of the world. Core
issues relating to education’s role in the global polity, key actors, and future direc-
tions are elegantly knitted together with a thought-provoking commentary for each
section by the four editors.”
Ruth Hayhoe, Ontario Institute for Studies
in Education, University of Toronto

“A cutting-edge resource for Chinese education researchers and policy-makers sup-
porting interaction with the international education community. At a time when
China is receiving more and more attention worldwide, there is an urgent need for
us to better understand and then contribute to global education governance. It also
shows the special value of developing comparative education in China since we are
moving toward more international and development studies.”

Teng Jun, Faculty of Education, Beijing Normal University

“The editors and contributors are eminent scholars, who have been working in the

research of the education policies for years. They profoundly understand and are

able to write about global changes in the field. This book is essential reading for

everyone with an interest not only in education policy research but also more widely
across education policy and international policy.”

Risto Rinne, Center for Research on Lifelong Learningand Education

and Department of Education, University of Turku
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Introduction: The Globalization of
Education Policy — Key Approaches
and Debates

Karen Mundy, Andy Green, Bob Lingard, and Antoni Verger

Education and schooling have long been deeply implicated in processes of
internationalization and global economic integration. Throughout the course
of modern history, conquering powers, religious movements, and traders each car-
ried with them new approaches to acculturation and learning — perhaps never more
prominently than in the 19th and early 20th centuries, when the newly minted
educational systems of Western states were carried around the world by colonial
powers. Yet it was not until the mid-20th century that education itself became a
formal issue arena for international policy-makers and international organizations.
The formation of the United Nations Education and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) and the establishment of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
each signaled a new era for global policy-making in education, opening the way to a
proliferation of bilateral, multilateral, and non-governmental efforts to influence
and transform educational systems and set global educational standards.

Today, governments are increasingly engaged in forms of global educational
exchange and policy-making, through membership in such diverse institutions as the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the Group of 8
(G8), the World Bank, the European Union (EU), the World Trade Organization
(WTO), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). International
comparison of the performance of education systems is a matter for media headlines,
building on the widely accepted view that educational success is a proxy for economic
competitiveness. Emerging powers in Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America have
created new regional educational organizations and development agencies with keen
interest in education policy. Non-state actors and institutions are also increasingly
influential — with powerful transnational educational business, professional associa-
tions, technology companies, new philanthropies, transnational civil society advocacy
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networks, and the global business community (e.g. World Economic Forum) each
actively participating in the construction of new global “policy spaces” for
education.

To understand the increasingly complex and pluri-lateral field of global educational
policy, we begin the Handbook of Global Education Policy by providing an overview
of the actors, policies, and contexts — including processes of globalization — which
have spurred the expansion of global policy-making in education. In what follows we
first look at historical antecedents to global policy-making in education, before
exploring globalization and its impacts on educational systems. We then turn to
debates about how best to conceptualize and study the mechanisms and processes
that drive education policy in this new global era — reviewing theories of convergence,
divergence, coercion, and policy borrowing as frames for understanding global edu-
cation policy. This chapter concludes with a brief section on key issues and policy
actors in global education, and a short overview of the organization of this volume.

Antecedents to Today’s Global Education Policy

Education policy has long been understood as the putative domain of the nation
state. Sociologists and political scientists, beginning with Max Weber, Emile
Durkheim, and John Stuart Mill, recognized that national educational systems arose
as part of the apparatus of modern government in the Western world. Education sys-
tems complemented the state’s legitimate right to exercise power within national
territory, providing a mechanism for socializing citizens and allowing for the author-
itative allocation of values. Schooling spread rapidly because of popular demand
from citizens and communities — who saw education as an opportunity for personal
and group progress. Thus, from the 19th and into the 20th centuries, governments in
many parts of the world expanded access to schooling: they achieved near universal
enrolment at elementary and later secondary levels, and established publicly funded
systems for higher education. Early educational systems, which had often been
funded and controlled by religious organizations or communities, were gradually
absorbed into nationally funded and controlled public systems; leaving governments
to play an increasingly authoritative role in childhood socialization. By controlling
the allocation of public resources for education; setting national (and sub-national)
curricula and standards; hiring and paying teachers and structuring their work; and
owning the schools themselves, schooling and school systems played a central role in
constructing what Anderson (1991) describes as the “imagined community” of the
modern nation state.

In this context, it is perhaps unsurprising that cross-national education policy bor-
rowing emerged as a persistent feature of national educational policy setting. From
early in the 19th century, when national or “public” educational systems were first
consolidated in Western Europe and North America, education policy makers and
reform advocates were active in analyzing developments in other countries, both to
provide evidence on what policies to avoid and on what policies might be usefully
adopted at home. State-provided elementary education in Prussia in the 1830s, for
instance, offered an influential model that was widely studied by reformers in other
countries. The Prussian system of free and compulsory state elementary schooling,
with professional training for teachers in state Normal schools, and centrally
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controlled curricula, was used as a basis in the 1830s for the Guizot reforms in France
and, in part, for Horace Mann’s reforms to the education system in Massachusetts in
the USA (Green 2013). Reforms to technical and secondary schooling in England in
the late 19th century owed much to the advocacy of continental European policies by
leading reformers such as the scientist, Lyon Playfair, and the Schools Inspector,
Matthew Arnold, both of whom had conducted extensive research on foreign educa-
tion policies. When the government in Meiji Japan first developed its national educa-
tion system in the 1870s, emissaries were dispatched to study the education systems
in Germany and the USA, and many of the policies in those countries were subse-
quently adopted or adapted in the development of the Japanese education system.

Yet while examples from the 19th century, and indeed before, of educational
policy borrowing are legion, prior to the mid-20th century there are few examples of
organized and sustained international policy setting in education. Apart from mod-
est experiments — such as the creation of the International Bureau of Education at
the time of the League of Nations, education remained pre-eminently a national con-
cern. Policy borrowing between states occurred primarily through individual
reformers’ initiatives, without support from transnational organizations.

The end of World War Il marked an important departure from this trajectory. The
creation of the United Nations and the first international intergovernmental organi-
zation with an educational mandate, UNESCO, as well as the establishment of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), placed education on the agenda of
a new kind of multilateralism among post-war governments. Focused on building
shared principles and values across nations through stronger economic and political
interdependence, the new multilateral architecture helped to construct a form of
“embedded liberalism” that married together the objectives of building more
inclusive economies (primarily through the recognition of the need for social safety
nets and greater access to jobs), with greater civil and political freedoms and a more
integrated, and a better managed, world economy (through the creation of the
Bretton Woods institutions) (Ruggie 1982; Mundy 1998). It is in the context of
“embedded liberalism” that education became recognized as a powerful tool not
only for constructing more inclusive national economies, but for ensuring a lasting
peace based on common values of individual freedoms and shared prosperity. While
education would remain predominantly the preserve of national sovereignty in this
new global order, 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.

The breakdown of colonialism and the emergence of a whole new group of
independent states after World War II further spurred the growth of international
educational policy-making. By the 1960s, newly formed national programs and
agencies for delivering foreign aid, as well as international organizations, such as the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Bank, had begun to join
UNESCO in supporting national educational development in newly independent
states. The enormous expansion of international flows of policy-making and
exchange in education that followed was marked by the uneven and increasingly
polarized power relationships across nation states. Education policies became, espe-
cially during the Cold War, a prime arena for competition and influence among the
Western and Eastern bloc countries. Thus a fragmented and diverse architecture for
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international educational policy exchange and influence developed. It included the
joint problem solving approach embodied in the educational work of the OECD and
other regional organizations; the multilateral (and officially neutral and scientifically
driven) activities of such international organizations as UNESCO, UNICEF and the
World Bank; and the more self-seeking bilateral flows of aid and advice from richer
to newly independent developing countries.

Globalization and the Take-Off of Global Education Policy After 1975

Globalization can be defined as the de-territorialization of social, political, and
economic relationships, and the rapid integration of societies across the previously
territorially bound units we call “nation states” (Harvey 1989; Ruggie 1993). As
noted by Held and colleagues:

Globalization can be thought of as a process (or set of processes) which embodies a
transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and transactions — assessed
in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and impact — generating transcontinental
or interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction, and the exercise of power.
(Held et al. 1999, 16)

While globalization processes have been ongoing since at least the 16th century,
scholars of global education policy argue that globalization processes over the past
35 years have set the stage for new types of power and complex pluri-lateral forms
of influence on domestic educational systems, creating new and more globalized
education policy discourses and a more formalized global policy architecture (Rizvi
and Lingard 2010). Heightened integration of economies and markets (though pro-
foundly uneven), accelerated mobility and communication across borders, fueled by
new technologies, and the end of the Cold War, have each changed the nature of
governments’ strategic interests and their ability to control and contain domestic
social and economic trajectories, allowing for emergence of new global policy spaces
for education.

For educational systems, and for other putatively national public policy domains,
perhaps the first point of impact from globalization has come from the acceleration of
economic integration that has occurred since the 1970s, following the ending of the
Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates in 1971 and the subsequent movement
toward financial de-regulation. The rise of transnational corporations, globally
integrated production chains, and markets, and increasingly mobile flows of capital,
each contributed to the deepening globalization of national economies and the creation
of a global economy (Castells 1996; Green 1997; Harvey 1989; Bourdieu 2003).
Although each nation state has followed its own unique trajectory in responding to
these changes, it is clear that economic globalization had some common effects on edu-
cation policy. Globalization shifted post-World War II sources of state power by lim-
iting the historical ability of states to tax capital, and redefining trajectories for national
economic development and thereby requirements for skills and human capital.

Economic globalization elicited two key types of educational policy responses
from nation states. Beginning in the 1980s, finance driven reforms — the search for
cost efficiencies, the introduction of new forms of user payments, and other sources



