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Abstract: 
 
The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for all (EFA) Goals have been replaced 
by a Sustainable Development Framework with a new set of arguably more ambitious goals and 
targets. The most recent report Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda For Sustainable 
Development highlights this framework and outlines the education goals. The overarching goal that 
has been put forward for education is to Ensure Inclusive and Equitable Quality Education and 
Promote Lifelong Learning Opportunities for All. The targets associated with this goal between them 
cover all educational levels from early childhood development and care to scholarships for Higher 
Education and crucially teachers and teacher supply. In this context, we discuss the continuities and 
discontinues in the new SDG quality agenda through an analysis of the policy debates and documents 
about the evolving framework paying particular attention to how quality is conceptualised ,how it is 
translated into targets and how teachers are located in the global education quality discourse and 
governance frameworks. The analysis will be rooted in a discussion of what this changed global 
education agenda means for teacher education, teaching, and teachers. The paper argues for the 
notion of education quality as a dynamic, process oriented social justice process 
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1 This is a revised verison of a paper by Yusuf Sayed and Rashid Ahmed:  Sayed, Y. & Ahmed, R 
(2015) ‘Education quality, and teaching and learning in the post-2015 education agenda’. 
International Journal of Educational Development (IJED). 40, Pp. 330-338. 
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A new global development framework encompassing new goals, targets and indicators including for 
education were adopted in September 2015 at the United Nation General Assembly meeting (UN 
2015). This formally marked the ending of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the 
Education for all Goals (EFA) adopted in 2000, which has cast its long shadow on research, policy 
and practice including how and for what aid monies were disbursed and what the academic and 
research agenda was. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agreed to in September 2015 set 
the scene for arguably a renewed and ambitious development framework in a global context of 
widening inequalities within and between countries, global economic crises, conflict, and climate 
change. It lays out a foundation for an ambitious plan to eradicate poverty, promote social and 
economic inclusion, tackle climate change, promote equity, and provide access to quality education 
encompassing both the Global North and the Global South. 

 
Several texts in particular mark the shape of the global education and development relationship in 
general and the education agenda in particular. In this chapter, we provide an analysis of some of 
these documents by exploring the processes, participation and contents of these texts, examining how 
the education agenda has evolved, how quality is conceptualised and the location of teachers in the 
new agenda. Of these the texts listed below are the focus of this paper: 

• UNESCO & UNICEF (2013) Making Education A Priority In The Post-2015 Development 
Agenda: Report of the Global Thematic Consultation on Education in the Post-2015 
Development Agenda. The World We Want. (61 pages) 

• UNESCO (2014c) Position Paper on Education Post-2015. ED-14/EFA/POST-2015/1. (12 
pages) and UNESCO (2014a) GEM Final Statement and The Muscat Agreement, ED-
14/EFA/ME/3. (4 pages) 

• WEF (2015) Education 2030, Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action: Towards 
inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning for all. (51 pages) 

• UN (2015) Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
sustainabledevelopment.un.org A/RES/70/1. (41 pages).  

Taken together these documents raise some of the key issues to be addressed in the 2030 education 
agenda. 
 
In undertaking this analysis of policy texts, we conceive of policy as referring to stated intentions and 
providing a normative framework for conception of what the global world and national states should 
aspire to and what is valued. Policy formation and implementation is therefore not a neutral process 
but is understood as the authoritative allocation of values. Rizvi (2006) argues that policies have real 
effects as they enable particular practices through seeking to secure legitimacy. In so doing they 
enable people at all levels to develop a shared understanding of the identified problems which policies 
are meant to ‘solve.  
 
Policies transcend national boundaries leading various authors such as Ball (2013),  Verger, Novelli 
and Altinyelken (2012), Lingard and Rawolle (201), and Lingard, Rawolle and Taylor (2005) to talk 
about global education policy by which is meant polices which operate at the supra-national level and 
which shapes what nation states are able to do. Ball (2013: 114-115) describes this as a process of 
‘policy transfer, policy colonisation and policy convergence’ whereby ‘through the writing of policy, 
policy consultancy and recommendations, policy influence, the selling of management and 
improvement products, and the growth and spread of multinational service providers with standardised 
methods and contents’ a global education discourse is constituted which reflects the neo-liberal 
hegemony in education. A globalised education policy discourse results in a ‘rescaling of politics’ 
whereby political authority is orientated ‘outward toward supranational entities and inward toward 
subnational groups’ (Lingard and Rawolle 2011: 490).  The manifestation of this global education 
policy is described by Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken (2012: 3) as ideas and examples such as 
‘[C]hild-centred pedagogies, school-based management, teachers’ accountability…’ p.3). which set 
the parameters for the global education agenda. In this paper, the 2030 SDGs generally, and the 
education goal and targets in particular, are conceptualised as elements of the Global Education 
Policy which seeks to create a convergence of ideas and practices about what is valued and desirable 
in education. This approach frames the analysis of the specific policy texts in relation to the 2030 
agenda in this paper.  
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2. The post-2015 education and development route map: Consultation and ownership of the 
process 

 
The post-2015 education and development discussion that led to the SDGs was an intense and wide 
ranging process. The debate that preceded the adoption of the SDGs was intense and marked by a 
flurry of policy texts, think pieces, blogs, opinion surveys, and galvanised by many interest groups with 
a stake in setting the agenda, including NGOs, civil society actors, consultancy firms, academics, and 
vested interest groups. Unlike the generation of MDGS and the EFA Goals in 2000, this process was 
by all account, far more extensive, far more inclusive, and far more transparent. It involved several 
multiple and interrelated processes, and four main processes are described.  
 
The first involves the United Nations (UN) High Level Panel. This panel was initiated by UN Secretary-
General, Ban Ki-moon, and consisted of 27 eminent persons whose task was to make 
recommendations for the development of the post-2015 agenda. At the 2010 MDG Summit, UN 
member states stipulated inclusive and open consultations that brought together representatives of 
civil, private and research organizations from all the regions. The Secretary-General’s High-Level 
Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda entailed dialogue with researchers 
from various disciplines, 5000 civil society organizations, and 250 chief executive officers of various 
corporations. Consultations took place during the Panel meetings in New York, London, Monrovia and 
Bali (HLP 2013). The panel produced a report entitled, A New Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty 
and Transform Economies through Sustainable Development (2013).  
 
The second set of consultations was led by the United Nations Development Group (UNDG), chaired 
by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), leading a ‘global conversation’ on post-2015 
including about 100 national consultations and 11 global thematic consultations as well as online and 
targeted consultations. The overall global thematic consultation on education was co-led by the United 
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), with support from the Government of Canada, the 
Government of Germany, and the Government of the Republic of Senegal. The UNDG as noted above 
released the report of its consultations entitled, A Million Voices: The World We Want: A sustainable 
future with Dignity for All (UNDG 2013). 
 
The third set of consultations and which specifically focused on the education agenda in relation to 
the Education For All (EFA) goals were directly led by the UNESCO in consultation with its member 
states, UNESCO National Commissions and stakeholder groups.  There were several conversations 
about the post-2015 education agenda and EFA, including the UNESCO Position Paper on Education 
Post-2015 (UNESCO 2014c) and the UNESCO Muscat Global Education Meeting (GEM) agreement 
(UNESCO 2014a). The UNESCO consultations as well as the discussions under the umbrella of the 
UNDG resulted in the World Education Forum (WEF) held in South Korea in Incheon at which the 
near final set of education goals and targets were agreed as well as the Framework of Action (WEF 
2015) which represents the education roadmap for the 2030 SDGs. 
 
The fourth process includes the work of the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development, which 
started officially at the Rio + 20 conference in 2012 and released its Outcomes Document in July 2014 
(UN 2014) (http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html). The same group released a draft of the 
Proposed Goals and Targets on Sustainable Development 
(http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/4523zerodraft.pdf).2  
 
Collectively these processes led to the final SDG report adopted by the UNGA in September 2015. 
 
The table below summarises the consultation processes as represented in the official texts.  
 

                                                           
2 This article does not analyse, as indicated, all the different processes and reports. However, it is important to note that 
the OWG Outcomes Document includes a target for teachers which is by ‘2030 increase by x% the supply of qualified 
teachers, including through international cooperation for teacher training in developing countries, especially LDCs and 
SIDS’. 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html
http://sustainabledevelopment/
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Table One:  Participation Process in developing the agenda 
Report Participation process as described in the report 
High level panel “the United Nations, as directed by the Secretary-General in our terms of reference. 

This includes national and global thematic consultations under the aegis of the United 
Nations Development Group (UNDG), regional consultations undertaken by the 
Regional Commissions, consultations with businesses around the world under the 
guidance of the UN Global Compact, and the views of the scientific and academic 
community as conveyed through the Sustainable Development Solutions Network.” 

Education 
Thematic 
Consultations 

Global meeting of the thematic consultation; 
UN member states briefing; 
EFA regional meetings (Arab, Africa, Latin American Caribbean Region, Asia and 
Pacific Region); 
EFA Side meeting; 
Collective consultation of NGOs on EFA; 
Consultation with the private sector and donor agencies 
Thematic e-discussions moderated by education experts; 
On-going dialogue on education and a global outreach using social media platforms 
such as Twitter and Facebook, the World We Want 2015 platform’ 

UNESCO 
Position Paper & 
UNESCO 
MUSCAT Gem 
Document 

Ministers, heads of delegations, leading officials of multilateral and bilateral 
organizations, and senior representatives of civil society and private sector 
organizations 

WEF (Incheon)  
Document plus 
Framework for 
Action 

1,600 participants from 160 countries, including over 120 Ministers, heads and 
members of delegations, heads of agencies and officials of multilateral and bilateral 
organizations, and representatives of civil society, the teaching profession, youth and 
the private sector 

SDG (Final 
Published 
Document) 

“civil society and other stakeholders around the world, which paid particular attention 
to the voices of the poorest and most vulnerable. This consultation included valuable 
work done by the General Assembly Open Working Group on Sustainable 
Development Goals and by the United Nations, whose Secretary-General provided a 
synthesis report in December 2014”  

 
As is clear, even for these, selected process there has been extensive engagement with the post 2015 
development and education agenda. Across all the reports and public discussions on the post-2015 
agenda there was agreement that education is important, that education should be core to any future 
development framework and that education quality is central to education change and transformation. 
They also argue, with different degrees of emphasis, for a more expansive view of education beyond 
providing basic literacy and numeracy including access to secondary, ECCE and higher education. 
While the formulations of goals in the various documents vary slightly3, the  overarching goal 
‘Equitable and Quality Lifelong Learning for All’ which emerges from the UNESCO and UNICEF 
education thematic consultations has received wide consensus and captures the essence of the 
conversation (UNESCO & UNICEF 2013)4. The importance of education is underscored by the online 
My World survey, where the majority of people voted for a good education as one of the most important 
aspirations for a post-2015 future (My World 2013) .  
 
While the consultations were wide ranging and extensive there are several aspects of the processes 
of participation in the development of the new global framework which warrant attention. First, it was 
not always clear how widespread these consultations really are. In their analysis of the consultation 
process thus far, King and Palmer (2013b) argue that it is largely driven by powerful Northern actors 
and represents the Northern voice. They question whether the global agenda is based on equal global 
participation. They point to the very limited interest expressed by many countries in the global South, 
including larger countries like China and Brazil. They suggest that even Southern consultations can 
                                                           
3 The different degrees of emphasis across the goals and targets  are discussed below 
4 For example, the High Level Panel Report formulates the overarching goal as ‘Provide Quality Education And Lifelong 
Learning’ while the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development identified the overarching goal as ‘Ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote life-long learning opportunities for all’.  
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often be Northern-led and that the primary interest group may be stakeholders connected to overseas 
financial aid.  
 
Second, participation is not simply about greater involvement by the Global South, but also which 
Southern voices are heard. While there are certainly structural limitations to how extensive the 
consultations can be, it is crucial to foreground whether the global agenda is ‘for’ rather than ‘with’ the 
marginalised. Even the consultations from the Global South represent a particular ‘privileged’ 
constituency already well-resourced and connected to a global policy community. In this regard as 
well, all these processes relied on the extensive use of social media which enabled many more voices 
to be heard. The leveraging of social media as for example in the online voting reflected the 
widespread adoption of new technologies of consultations which were in their nascent stages in 2000. 
Yet, like other forms of consultations, they reflected divisions between those that were able to access 
them and those unable to do so as discussed later. 
 
Third, participation is intimately connected to accountability. The symbolic power of global education 
discourse to mobilise constituencies for a future common agenda is unlikely to be realised if the 
uneven processes of participation also reflects a lack of ownership and accountability. Accountability 
for and ownership of the SDGs and the associated education agenda is a key concern of the new 
global framework. Groups not substantially involved in policymaking, who do not feel ownership of the 
defined goals, may comply formally to access donor funds or attempt to demonstrate the meeting of 
targets without investing efforts to transform all the education processes the goals imply. The uneven 
processes of participation above may be pointing to Northern led or particular privileged constituencies 
dominance. There is therefore unlikely in this scenario to be truly global ownership of the 2030 agenda 
and more importantly, the new education agenda may not accurately reflect the concerns of the most 
marginalised.  
 
3. The unfinished agenda: A reaction to the MDG and EFA Frameworks of 2000 
 
The adoption of the MDGs and the EFA goals in 2000 marked arguably a significant turning point in 
international education and development. It set a new regime of goals, target and indicators which 
galvanised political will and financial support for the attainment of agreed goals. Vandemoortele 
persuasively describes the strengths of the MDG framework as follows: 
 

Nevertheless, it can be argued that the impact of the MDGs has been positive. It has mostly 
been in terms of mobilizing stakeholders and informing the public about human development, 
broadly defined. Many acronyms see the light of day but not all stay around. The MDGs have 
been an exception.   
Their power stems from a combination of three factors: (i) the charm of simplicity; (ii) their 
integrated and synergetic nature; and (iii) their measurability. They express key outcomes for 
human well-being in health, education, nutrition, water and sanitation, and gender equality. By 
focusing on outcomes, they are intuitively easy to understand. Sectoral specialists and 
development practitioners, however, tend to focus on the complexity of human development. 
(Vandemoortele 2011, 7) 

 
Vandermoorteles (2011) argument succeeds in capturing the impact of these frameworks. As a global 
discourse of progress the MDGS and the EFA goals ‘provided strategic direction to educational 
planning and budgeting; are important to monitor progress; and have encouraged focused and 
sustained support from development partners’ (UNESCO & UNICEF 2013, 7). Clearly to an extent, 
they succeed in driving forward development programmes and to a large extent stimulated 
development discourse to focus on poverty (Fukuda-Parr 2016). Crucially the setting of targets and 
goals reflected the emergence of a social compact between all actors, particularly international donors 
and financing agencies, national governments and civil society. 
 
Notwithstanding their impact, there are several salient criticisms which point to inherent conceptual 
and practical limitations of this ambitious agenda. First, conceptually the agenda has a narrow 
conception of poverty focusing mainly on the reduction of poverty (Carant 2016; Fukuda-Parr 2016). 
Such an approach fails to see poverty in relation to inequality, as poverty as Tawney (1979) argues, 
is simply the unacceptable face of inequality. A more comprehensive and relational account would 
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account for the dynamics of inequality between and within countries and tackle poverty as part of a 
comprehensive approach to tackling and eroding inequality. In this respect the HLP panel also notes 
that the MDGs  fail in ‘reaching the very poorest and most excluded people’ (HLP 2013, 5). In not 
foregrounding inequality, the agenda then focused mainly on countries in the Global South. As such 
it was perceived as an agenda that was not applicable to the countries in the Global North. Such an 
approach tended to also downplay the dynamics of dependency between the Global North and Global 
South. 
 
Second, the 2000 MDG and EFA agenda whilst expansive was framed in a context when two 
dimensions of the global order, whilst present, were not sufficiently accommodated. In particular, the 
issue of the environment and countries and regions in conflict were remarkably absent. The HLP panel 
notes that ‘They were silent on the devastating effects of conflict and violence on development.’ It is 
partly these aspects which framed the new development vision (HLP 2013, 5). 
 
Third, in education in particular the goals were ineffectively narrowed to a focus on primary education 
and physical access. Whilst it is argued that the education agenda has commitments to quality in 
earlier global documents, the vision was reduced with the MDGs. Moreover, at Dakar, no clear and 
measurable targets for quality were set. Whether the lack of targets in past agreements is a result of 
policy omission or default, the consequence has been that the driver of the global agenda and the 
consequent policy attention and aid funding has been targeted to increasing physical access. A narrow 
vision of education access (at the expense of quality and ignoring inequality) framed the agenda 
(Unterhalter 2014). A narrow vision, it is argued, led to an approach which did not deal with education 
in a holistic and comprehensive manner privileging easy to reach and monitor goals such as increasing 
enrolment to primary schooling. 
 
Fourth, it is argued that the simultaneous existence of both the education MDGs and EFA goals, 
resulted in a dual education architecture with rival planning processes, rival organisational 
commitment and rival organisational processes. The result of this was increasing fragmentation, lack 
of coordination and undue parallel demands made on national government by international 
organisations. It can be argued that these two processes rather than magnify the focus on education, 
may have potentially diluted the education agenda. 
 
On balance, there was progress but in education, as Education Thematic Consultations noted, the 
MDG and EFA agenda remained unfinished and constitute ‘unfinished business’. But a critical 
appraisal of the MDG agenda needs to be balanced by the caution of Vandemoortele (2011) who 
notes that  

The fundamental purpose of the MDGs is not for each and every country to meet the global 
targets, which would be utopian. Their ultimate aim is to help align national priorities with the 
MDG agenda so as to foster human well-being. Therefore, the intended users are primarily 
politicians, parliamentarians, preachers, teachers and journalists. It cannot be emphasized 
enough that development practitioners and policy makers do not need the MDGs to carry out 
their work. The MDGs have little to do with defining the nuts and bolts of macroeconomic or 
sectoral policies or with designing technical interventions. (Vandemoortele 2011, 7) 
 

He cautions against reading the agenda with dual idolatry of as ‘literalism and ideology’. By literalism 
he means that all work begins and ends with the MDGs arguing that ‘if all aspects of development 
were to be included, the MDGs would become overloaded and incomprehensible to their primary 
users. While the literalists believe in the perfectibility of the MDGs, the reality is that their success is 
due to their conciseness and measurability. This group refuses to accept that the MDGs can be used 
to make the case for their particular topic even if it is not mentioned specifically‘ (Vandemoortele 2011, 
8). He further argues against an ideology reading by which he means ‘that the MDGs specify outcomes 
without spelling out the process of achieving them. In this way, many have not only tried to 
misappropriate the global targets to gain support for their own development paradigm, they have also 
sanitized them by making the MDGs less offensive and more acceptable for the conventional view of 
development. The fact of the matter is that the MDGs were never meant to promote a certain 
development strategy. They focus on ends, not on means, on the destination and not on the journey. 
This distinction is important because all development is context-specific.’ (Vandemoortele 2011, 8). 
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Notwithstanding this persuasive defence, the reality is that the development framework, like any global 
set of goals, does promote a particular normative ideology of development. In the case of the MDGs 
this framework arguably promoted a conservative and narrow approach to poverty reduction failing to 
tackle inequality. The potential for a social justice framework and an alternative development vision 
and development strategies argued by Vandermoortele (2011) to be possible did not materialise. To 
characterise them as an unfinished agenda would therefore not be inaccurate. 
 
4. A new development vision?  
 
The new development framework is rooted in an assessment of the previous MDG approach as well 
as an outcome of the consultations processes as noted above. At its core is the idea of sustainable 
development captured in the notion of the four Ps; People, Planet, Partnership and Peace (UN 2015). 
This notion succeeds in capturing a potentially broader development vision. At the heart of the SDGs 
is a focus on poverty and inequality. This is indeed a welcome break from the past as it situates a 
focus on tackling inequality as a core development priority. The SDG frameworks presents an 
expansive understanding of poverty that is linked to sustainable development and  
identifies it as a key global challenge: 

‘Eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions, including extreme poverty, is the greatest 
global challenge and an indispensable requirement for sustainable development.’ (UN 2015, 
6)  
 

Similarly, the HLP (HLP 2013) notes that it is important to commit to ‘Sustainable development 
integrating social, economic, and environmental dimensions in order to eradicate extreme poverty.’ In 
both these frameworks, both a commitment to eliminating poverty as well as a more comprehensive 
conceptualisation of poverty is present. Furthermore, the twin focus on eliminating poverty and 
reducing inequality provides a more sound conception of equity as noted above (Freistein and Mahlert 
2016). However, whilst there is a strong commitment to eradicating poverty (Goal 1), a weaker 
commitment is made to inequality.  The HLP goals do not have a specific goal on inequality and the 
SDG goal on inequality only mentions a reduction in inequality (goal 10) with no specification about 
eliminating or even halving inequality. 
 
Unlike the MDGs, the SDGs focus on sustainable development and inequality is intended to outline a 
development approach which is far more applicable to the Global North and the Global South. As such 
it significantly commits all countries and not just those classified as poor. This allows for an agenda 
which is far more encompassing and applicable to all contexts. In both documents there is a strong 
focus on sustainable development as the overarching framework in which the development paradigm 
is expanded to understand the environment and its impact on living and vice versa. As such economic 
growth, it is argued, cannot be at the expense of the environment. Additionally, it recognises climate 
changes and its impact on humans as key features of the enhancing global context, a glaring absence 
in the previous MDGs. 
 
As has been argued above, the table below reveals a far more extensive and ambitious development 
agenda. Of the two, the SDG agenda is more ambitious in scope than the goals articulated by the 
HLP in several areas. For example, the narrow focus on jobs and growth in the HLP is expanded as 
decent work and inclusive growth in the SDGs. The SDGs also bring into focus the need for peace 
which is not clear in the framing of the HLP goals. However, in spite of these differences both succeed 
in addressing some of the unfinished agenda from the past and a more holistic vision for the future. 
 
5. Education as the heart of the new agenda 
 
The documents being oriented towards education put the educational agenda in the centre of 
sustainable development. They all argue that education is closely tied to other aspects of the 
development agenda, such as inequalities, social well-being and sustainable society. Furthermore, 
some of the documents offer a far more comprehensive understanding of development by including 
the notion of a ‘just’ and ‘inclusive’ society. As the table below indicates, like the more extensive and 
ambitious development agenda, the expanded version of education sets the parameters for a far more 
expansive education agenda. A comprehensive and holistic vision of education is positioned as a key 
lever for the 2030 agenda. Through an analysis of the overarching education goals, the evaluation of 
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targets and teachers in the 2030, the sections that follow review both the extension of the previous 
education agenda, but also areas still requiring attention. 
 
Table Two:  Main/Overarching Development Goals 
Education Thematic 
Consultations 

Education as a developmental priority connected to addressing inequalities and 
expanding sustainable development and promoting health and nutrition. 
pp. 13 – 14 

UNESCO Position 
Paper 

Education, as a key lever for development, is understood as a way of achieving 
social well- being, sustainable development and good governance. P. 1 

UNESCO MUSCAT 
Gem Document 

Education at the centre of global development agenda since “it contributes to 
the reduction of inequalities and the eradication of poverty by bequeathing the 
conditions and generating the opportunities for just, inclusive and sustainable 
societies.” P. 2 

WEF (Incheon)  
Document plus 
Framework for Action 

“Education is at the heart of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and essential for the success of all SDGs” p. 6 

 
6. Unpacking the overarching education goal in the 2030 SDG agenda 
 
While there is still debate about whether single or multiple goals are needed (UNESCO & UNICEF 
2013), the advantage of a single overarching goal with an emphasis on quality is that it succeeds in 
framing the post-2015 education agenda as a ‘quality’ agenda. Unlike the previous EFA goals, which 
separated the access and quality agendas, a single goal suggests that there is only one united 
agenda. Furthermore, though quality was identified previously among the EFA goals, the absence of 
clear targets for quality in the EFA goals may have served to delegitimise the quality agenda. This 
‘quality turn’ is of the most significant shifts in the new agenda. This section unpacks the notions of 
quality embedded within these documents and the extent to which the new education agenda 
succeeds in this ‘quality turn’. 
  
 
The formulation of the overarching goal to include the word quality for the post-2015 education 
framework is a significant achievement. It cements the quality turn and suggests that, in spite of the 
unfinished agenda, educational policy is not narrowly confined to physical access to schooling. It is 
both an acknowledgement of some of the adverse consequences of the MDG access agenda, but 
also an opportunity to hold all stakeholders accountable to the quality agenda. While some argue that 
quality has long been part of the global agenda dating back to Jomtien and Dakar (King and Palmer 
2013a), the driver of the global agenda and the consequent policy attention and aid funding has been 
targeted to increasing physical access.. A single goal with quality at its heart affords an opportunity to 
correct the previous narrow focus of education reach. 
 
Table Three below sets out the evolution of the overarching goals and the notion of quality remains 
central in these goals. The overarching goal specifies the notion of quality as ‘equitable quality 
education’ in the Position Paper on Education Post-2015 (UNESCO 2014c) and as ‘equitable and 
inclusive quality education’ in the Muscat GEM agreement (UNESCO 2014a), as well as in SDG 
Agenda (UN 2015). This is cemented by numerous references to equity in all the documents. The 
position paper explicitly acknowledges that ‘A focus on equity is paramount and particular attention 
should be given to marginalised groups’ (UNESCO 2014c, 3). Whether equity is positioned as a 
dimension of quality (Barrett et al. 2006; Sayed and Ahmed 2011) or outside a definition of quality, is 
less relevant at this point. What is crucial is that the inclusion of equity substantially expands the 
quality agenda and is consistent with broad conceptualisations of quality (cf. Tikly and Barrett 2009). 
The Muscat GEM agreement and SDG Agenda extend this even further with the reference to 
‘inclusive’. Both formulations are similar to the UNESCO and UNICEF education thematic 
consultations where the overarching goal is formulated as ‘Equitable, Quality Education and Lifelong 
Learning for All’ (UNESCO & UNICEF 2013).  
 
The terms ‘inclusive’, ‘equitable’ and ‘lifelong learning’, are significant in that they suggest a potentially 
broad conceptualisation of quality. The reference to ‘inclusive quality education’ appears to be an 
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attempt to emphasise quality as social justice. However, the use of inclusive quality education is 
somewhat ambiguous and contested, reflecting both a narrow (disability) and broader (all forms of 
exclusion) focus. While the term ‘inclusive’ may be ambiguous, the numerous references to equity 
clearly cement* social justice as part of the education agenda. The conjoining of the words equity, 
inclusive and for all is a striking feature of the overarching goal. Clearly they are not all necessary as 
equitable education is also inclusive and education for all by definition implies equity and inclusion. 
The repetition of the ideas contained in the goals is intended to signify a strong focus on equity as a 
significant departure from the previous global agenda.  
 
The notion of lifelong learning is intended to signal a focus on  education at all levels expressing a 
holistic understanding of education systems signalling a sharp break with the narrow focus on primary 
education in the MDG agenda (cf. Regmi 2015).  This shift is significant for indicates that secondary 
and higher education are as important as primary education. More importantly, it could also be 
understood as learning in multiple and diverse contexts, not necessarily restricted to secondary and 
tertiary education. For many countries in the Global South, the previous MDG agenda has 
inadvertently downplayed and marginalized the tertiary sector as well as created a context where 
many primary school leavers were unable to progress to secondary education. Moreover, secondary 
and post-secondary education is crucial to develop the skills and knowledge necessary for sustainable 
and inclusive equitable growth (2014a).  
 
The notion of quality as articulated in the 2030 agenda is suggestive of on the one hand a focus on 
learning and specifically literacy and numeracy. Thus, education quality is positioned as an effort to 
improve learning and the experiences of students. On the hand by seeking to conjoin it with social 
justice, it positions education quality as a concept which if it is to be achieved must bridge inequities 
in society in respect of learning attainment. As such, a public education system cannot be 
characterised as possessing quality if it is not also equitable. This would discount systems of education 
quality such as elite private schools which may attain high levels of learning attainment of students 
but which exclude the majority. While this foregrounding of, and extension of the quality agenda is 
crucial, like the previous education agenda, it is the operationalisation and implementation of the 
agenda that will determine the extent to which this agenda is realised. The subsequent section reviews 
how the targets operationalise the education agenda.  
 
Table Three:  Evolution of overarching goals 

 
 Overarching Education Goals  
High level panel Provide Quality Education and Lifelong Learning 

p. 36 
Education Thematic 
Consultations 

Equitable, Quality Education and Lifelong Learning for All 
p. 39 

UNESCO Position Paper Ensure equitable quality education and lifelong learning for all by 2030 
p. 4 

UNESCO MUSCAT Gem 
Document 

Ensure equitable and inclusive quality education and lifelong learning for 
all by 2030 
 p. 3 

WEF (Incheon)  
Document plus Framework 
for Action 

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all p. 8 

SDG (Final Published 
Document) 

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all p. 18; 

 
7. Unpacking the education targets in the 2030 SDG agenda 
 
The education targets reflected much debate and argument in the operationalisation of an agenda 
which has quality at its heart and which sought to develop a comprehensive and holistic education 
framework (Sayed and Ahmed 2011). Notwithstanding the debate about the nature of the targets in 
different processes, they signal a commitment to four agreed priorities which have been somewhat 
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delegitimated in the previous agenda. First, the targets signal a strong commitment to ECCE in the 
form of guaranteeing learners access to pre-primary education.  
 
Second, the agenda was expanded to include access to and completion of both primary and 
secondary education linked to education quality which was operationalised as ‘measurable and 
recognizable learning outcomes’.  The commitment to the completion of a full cycle of education marks 
a significant change in the agenda away from a narrow focus on primary education recognising that 
secondary education is crucial to developing cognitive and affective skills crucial to economic growth 
and tolerant societies.   
 
Third, gender equality as a core education and development priority is captured in the targets. In 
Target 2 of the UNESCO Muscat GEM agreement and in targets 4.3 and 4.5, access to girls and 
women to all levels of education and the elimination of gender disparities in education is clearly 
expressed. The two targets of the SDG agenda relating to gender equity focus on two different 
aspects. Target 4.3 speaks to equal access (gender parity) whilst target 4.5 more expansively argues 
for the elimination of gender disparities as well as eliminating inequities faced by persons who are 
disabled, indigenous and in vulnerable situations (SDG UN 2014).  
 
Notwithstanding a more extensive and comprehensive review of the targets, certain observations can 
still be gleaned. As argued above, consistent with the broader conceptualisation of quality in the texts, 
the targets represent an extension of the previous agenda. There is a greater educational reach, a 
recognition of multiple learning outcomes, a foregrounding of gender equality, a clear link to just, 
inclusive and sustainable societies and a recognition of the teachers in the success of the new agenda. 
While these are significant gains, several areas of concern remain. First, like the previous agenda, 
there is a concomitant narrowing of the quality agenda as well. Literacy and numeracy which are 
elevated at the expense of a more comprehensive focus on affective outcomes such as peace; 
consequently, reducing the more comprehensive quality vision (Schweisfurth, 2015). Second, in spite 
of the greater ambition certain contradictions and gaps remain. For example, a more substantive 
commitment to early years care and education is lacking in the specification of the target. Similarly, 
the more ambitious elimination of gender disparities also implies equal access to education. Further, 
whilst the agenda may seek to link education quality, equity and inclusion it fails to, in policy terms, 
explain the trades -offs and compromises which are likely to result. For example, focusing on the 
marginalised requires more targeted interventions and funding which may require reducing support 
for the wealthy (Sayed 2016). Finally, a significant concern, discussed below is the extent to which 
there is very little space for teachers in the final version of the agenda. 
  
8. Teachers and the 2030 agenda 
 
Teachers feature prominently in the new education agenda and the Mckinsey report (2007) goes as 
far as to state that a quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers. Given 
then that some accord central importance to teachers to what extent do the goals and targets reflect 
this. The focus on quality in 2030 agenda rightly emphasis a concern with teachers, teaching and 
teacher education5.  Moreover, the specification in HLP of a ‘sufficient number’ starts to indicate that 
learning outcomes are also associated with teacher-pupil ratios and provides an opportunity to unpack 
the target in this direction. It is also quite clear in all the texts that it is also the type of teaching and 
the learning environments that also matter. While terms like ‘well trained’, ‘qualified’ and ‘motivated’ 
can be contested and need to be operationalised, they all indicate it is both getting the teacher into 
the classroom as well as what the teacher does that matter. The strength of the ETC and UNESCO 
formulations as well as the extent to which they indicate that the context of teaching and learning is 
central. The UNESCO formulation in particular unpacks several factors like ‘safety’ and mother-tongue 
medium of instruction that influence learning outcomes. While these aspects do represent advance 
on the quality agenda several concerns remain.  
 

Of particular concern in the discourse of teachers in the post-2015 agenda is that a vast and broad 
range of expectations and knowledge are then expected of teachers - life skills, citizenship and peace 
                                                           
5 see Sayed and Ahmed 2015 for a more extensive discussion 
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education, moral and ethical education, child protection, human rights, skills for sustainable 
livelihoods, challenging gender inequalities, practising learner-centeredness (Barrett et al. 2015; 
Sinclair 2002; UNESCO-IIEP, 2006: 2,3) to name but a few. While these are important concerns, such 
an ambitious variety of responsibilities runs the real risk of overstating the potential of schools and 
their teachers to effect broad social transformations. In this context, it is sobering to note that, in a 
survey of ten countries, only 23% of teachers thought they had influence over policy and practice 
(UNESCO 2014b) Teacher agency, as envisaged in the post-2015 agenda, is not a realistic possibility 
nor is agency possible when faced with multiple and conflicting demands subject to narrow 
accountability measures. It is therefore necessary to balance teacher agency with appropriate training 
to equip teachers to fulfil new roles.  
 
An important omission in the construction of the target is the lack of a robust focus on equity. The key 
issue is not that all learners should be taught by qualified, professionally trained, motivated, and well-
supported teachers, but how to get such teachers in hard-to-reach areas. In South Africa for example, 
the inequities in education and the existence of two systems of education (Badat and Sayed 2014) 
can partly be attributed to the fact that good teachers working in an enabling learning environment are 
clustered in the wealthier school sector which, when added to the cultural capital of learners, creates 
a double privilege (Sayed and Ahmed 2015). To overcome inequities in South Africa would require 
positive discrimination in favour of learners in disadvantaged contexts through the distribution and 
payment of teachers. Moreover, it is not clear why, if equity and social justice are key goals 
underpinning the teacher targets, more attention is not paid to attracting the best candidates to teach 
from diverse and under-represented groups, including female teachers, as the initial goals in the 
position paper suggested. 
 
The inclusion of teachers in the post-2015 agenda will also require increased and more strategic 
investments in education. It will also require rethinking the macroeconomic models that structure 
teacher salaries in low-income countries (ActionAid 2007). This is why the targets on aid in earlier 
discussions of the agenda are welcomed, although this becomes muted in the HLP report and the 
final SDG document. Furthermore, an important slippage is that the unit of the aid target shifts from 
groups to countries in that the UNESCO position paper states ‘… prioritizing groups most in need’ 
while the Muscat GEM agreement states ‘… prioritizing countries most in need’. Similarly, in the SDG 
Agenda, the unit of aid target is * reduced to ‘developing countries, especially least developed 
countries and small island developing States’ (UN 2015, 20). This slippage runs the risk of ignoring 
the fact that inequality is as much within as between countries; therefore aid must target both countries 
and groups most in need. Finally, no mention is made of better pay for teachers, a priority in many 
countries with the biggest education challenges (UNESCO 2014b).  
 
Table Four: Evolution of teacher target 
HLP ETC UNESCO SDG 
The quality of 
education in all 
countries 
depends on 
having a sufficient 
number of 
motived teachers, 
well trained and 
possessing 
strong subject-
area knowledge. 
 

Equitable lifelong 
education requires 
attention to enabling 
conditions – 
conducive learning 
environments with 
the proper and 
necessary 
infrastructure; the 
presence of sufficient 
numbers of trained 
and motivated 
teachers; and 
participatory 
governance 
structures that 
empower parents 
and local 
communities to be 

a) recruiting and retaining well-
trained and motivated teachers 
who use inclusive, gender-
responsive, and participatory 
pedagogical approaches to ensure 
effective learning outcomes, b) 
providing content that is relevant to 
all learners and to the context in 
which they live, c) establishing 
learning environments that are 
safe, gender-responsive, inclusive 
and conducive to learning, and 
encompass mother tongue-based 
multilingual education, d) ensuring 
that learners reach sufficient levels 
of knowledge and competencies 
according to national standards at 
each level, e) strengthening 
capacities for learners to be 

4.C By 2030, 
substantially 
increase the 
supply of 
qualified 
teachers, 
including through 
international 
cooperation for 
teacher training 
in developing 
countries, 
especially least 
developed 
countries and 
small island 
developing 
States 
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effectively involved in 
school decision 
making  
 

innovative and creative, and to 
assimilate change in their society 
and the workplace and over their 
lifespans, and f) strengthening the 
ways education contributes to 
peace, responsible citizenship, 
sustainable development and 
intercultural dialogue’ (ibid.,: 8). T 

  Target 6: By 2030, all governments 
ensure that all learners are taught 
by qualified, professionally-trained, 
motivated and well-supported 
teachers. 

 

 
9. By way of conclusion 
 

It has been argued that, partially in response to the previous agenda, the 2030 agenda represents a 
more expansive and ambitious agenda. However, as is clear from the preceding analysis, there are 
several aspects that warrant attention. First, whilst there is strong commitment to the SDG as 
evidenced in all countries in the UNGA agreeing to them, they are of course not legally binding. The 
key question is what are the incentives and leverage mechanisms to ensure that all countries do 
implement them. It is also crucial that, there needs to be global ownership rather than North led 
ownership. Second, while the final SDG document does include commitments to funding, it remains 
to be seen whether this will be realised in practice. Some of the changes made over time also raise 
concern about the extent to which lesser importance is accorded to funding to achieve the ambitious 
agenda. More importantly, funding must be considered within current macro-economic models of 
austerity that constrain a more ambitious education agenda. Third, much of the achievement of the 
goals depends on political will and capacity amongst donor and national government. When the dust 
has settled, national governments in developing countries in 2015 are no different and donor agendas 
remain the same. The success of the agenda then is inextricably linked to shifts in political will, 
capacity and current agendas. Fourth, what gets measured gets done could arguably sum up much 
of the debate about the education SDG framework (Schweisfurth 2015). This is evident in the fact the 
education goal (Goal 4) of the SDGs is to be measured by 11 global indicators. In addition, as agreed 
at the WEF, 44 thematic indicators are proposed for the education goal. In reality though, there are 
more than 44, as many includes multiple indicators. In this respect a key issue is the extent to which 
national governments have the data necessary for the various thematic and global indicators. 
Notwithstanding the data availability challenge, there is a real risk of confining the quality agenda to 
literacy and numeracy and what can be measured quantitatively. The risk is that this process in 
correctly trying to assess and monitor success, runs the risk of substantially reducing and even erasing 
an agenda that focuses on quality and equity. Finally, the acknowledgement of the importance of 
teachers in the new agenda must be matched by a substantive engagement of how and what is 
necessary for teachers and teaching to realise this agenda. The ambition of the education agenda is 
not aligned to the challenges and priorities of teachers and teacher education that mitigate against the 
success of the quality agenda. While normative international frameworks like the SDGs are effective 
in terms of their ability to create new policy discourses, which in turn open up space for actors to 
pursue their conflicting agendas in new ways, there is a real risk that the notion of education quality 
and the role of teachers in the new agenda may be so thinned out in practice, that a robust social 
justice orientated approach to education is not possible. 
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