Education in a Globalized World
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Global aspirations for education
Many of the world’s aspirations for education are reflected clearly in a
series of UN declarations, programs of action, and binding covenants.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child, drafted between 1975 and
1990, is the world’s most nearly universally accepted human rights treaty
—all but 2 of 195 signatories have ratified it. The convention declares that
primary education should be compulsory and free to all.
In 1990, this goal was elaborated when delegates from 155 countries
met in Jomtien, Thailand and agreed to implement the World Declaration
on Education for All. This was not a pledge, but it stated countries should
aim for universal completion of primary education by 2000.1
Respectable educational advances were made in the 1990s, but it was
clear by 2000 that the goal of universal primary education was far from
being achieved. The world community reaffirmed the goal at the Dakar
World Education Forum in 2000, where representatives from 164 countries declared a commitment to universal primary education by 2015.
Universal completion of primary education by 2015 was also included
among the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). All
(of the then) 191 members of the United Nations pledged to meet these
goals. More recently, as part of the Education for All effort, the World Bank
and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) have launched a “Fast Track Initiative,” which will give additional aid to countries that commit to universal schooling. The United
Kingdom’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, has provided
particularly strong support and financial leadership for these efforts.

David E. Bloom is the Clarence James Gamble Professor of Economics and Demography at the
Harvard School of Public Health.
1

http://www.unesco.org/education/efa/ed_for_all/background/07Bpubl.shtml

WORLD ECONOMICS • Vol. 7 • No. 4 • October–December 2006

87

David E. Bloom

The common thread of these international initiatives is that they have
focused on access to primary education, while neglecting other levels of
education and the quality of education.

Justifications for devoting social resources to education
Educating all children through primary school requires significant national
and global public resources, and strong justifications are needed to support
“education for all” initiatives. There are five basic arguments that support
universal education.
The first set of arguments stands upon a moral foundation: devoting
resources to education is the right and fair thing to do. The second argument is that education is a “fundamental human right,” to which all
human beings are legally entitled. Article 26 of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (1948) states, “Everyone has the right to education.
Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages.
Elementary education shall be compulsory.”
The third argument is economic. Education improves the productivity
and economic well-being of individuals, and it promotes technological and
institutional innovation and the economic performance of societies. This
includes the reduction of poverty, which is the most important MDG and
the central imperative of the international donor community.
In a globalized world, education at all levels is more important than
ever. Education deficits can hinder a society in isolation, but in a globalized world these deficits can be even more detrimental to a country’s economy and development. By merging many national markets into one global
market, globalization increases the competitive pressures faced by individuals, companies, and societies. Those countries that have been able to
improve their productivity and find areas of competitive advantage have
thrived. Those that have not have floundered. Education has been a vital
component of the successful globalizers’ progress. Those countries that
have moved from low to higher incomes—think of Singapore, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, South Korea, and Ireland—appear to have advanced at least partly
on the basis of a strong commitment to education at all levels. Others that
have done moderately well, such as Chile and Mauritius, have followed a
similar path. China, too, had created a highly literate population through
effective primary and secondary education before it began to develop
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