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This article seeks to highlight the shift in priority from quantitative and narrow focus on 

universal primary education to the inclusive and equitable quality education for all at all 

levels in global developmental agenda. Education continues to remain a dominant priority 

area in the global development agenda and the inclusion of education in the formulation 

of Sustainable Development Goals attest this fact. Out of these seventeen goals, one goal, 

that is Goal 4, is to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all and at the 

same time it has been considered that education has a strong influence on the 

achievement of all other goals. With the help of content analysis method of educational 

research, this paper highlights the main features of global education goals along with the 

changes that have taken place in historical development of these goals. Like the previous 

Millennium Developmental Goals, which got more attention than the Education for All 

(EFA) framework, these Sustainable Development Goals are also getting wider attention 

and recognition from all the countries of the world. It has also been presented that these 

goals are more comprehensive than their predecessors and almost all the countries across 

the world, including developed and developing, are directed to work for the achievement 

of these goals.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Education enriches all the spheres of an individual’s life, such as financial, social, 

cultural, political and scientific. Benefits of education extend beyond the boundaries of 

classrooms as it is a permanent process of learning to reflect on the conditions that shape 

the individual’s lives. Education empowers people and strengthens nations. In this 

modern world, education operates as a crucial site of power (Giroux & Filippakou, 2020). 

An educated individual survives in a better way by avoiding illness and other health 

problems and contributes his or her best towards the progress of society. Besides having 

direct benefits on the lives of individuals and society, education has some indirect 

benefits such as the role of basic education is also instrumental in displacing the harmful 

process of child labour (UNESCO, 2002; Dreze and Sen, 2013).  

The role of basic education is critically important due to the linkage of knowledge 

with the economy in this globalised society. The various empirical studies have indicated 

that education plays a critical role in the empowerment of the people who suffer from 

multiple disadvantages. In this instance, education is also valuable for integrating the 

children belonging to different castes or races in one classroom and bridging the social 

barriers (UNESCO, 2002: 33). Basic Education or elementary education acts as a catalyst 
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for social change (Dreze and Sen, 2013). Access to basic education will enable people to 

enhance their capabilities and contribute to sustainable growth and development across 

the world. This intrinsic human value of education makes the right to education as a basic 

human right. In addition to this, education is also an essential condition to unveil and 

protect other human rights (UNESCO. 2002). Due to these benefits of education, the 

various international organizations frame various global education goals from time to 

time to ensure education for all. However, the language and the focus of these global 

goals always remained a critical aspect to study and from the study of global education 

goals from 1990 to 2016, some important observations have been made by different 

scholars.  

 

2. SHIFT IN PRIORITY FROM 1990 TO 2016: DISCUSSIONS 

The Jomtien Conference on Education for All (EFA) in 1990 is considered as a starting 

point for the Education for All movement. In 2000, the global community gathered to 

assess the progress made in one decade and also to reaffirm the lofty goal of education 

fro all through the Dakar Framework. The six time-bound goals have been selected in the 

Dakar Framework and all the countries are directed to plan or modify their existing 

educational policies to achieve these goals (UNESCO, 2002). The selected goals are: 

Goal 1: Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education, 

especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children; 

Goal 2: Ensuring that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, children in difficult 

circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to and complete free 

and compulsory primary education of good quality;  

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

equitable access to appropriate learning and life skills programmes;  

Goal 4: Achieving a 50% improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, especially for 

women, and equitable access to basic and continuing education for all adults;  

Goal 5: Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005, and 

achieving gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls’ full and 

equal access to and achievement in basic education of good quality;  

Goal 6: Improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring excellence of all 

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

literacy, numeracy and essential life skills (UNESCO, 2000: 43). 

After few months in the same year, these six goals have been linked with the 

Millennium Development Goals mainly due to the economic aspect of education for the 

overall development of any nations. Out of six EFA goals, only two goals have been 

selected as Millennium Development Goals and these goals got more attention than other 

EFA Goals. The  Millennium Development Goal 2 and 3 were related to education, 

however, these have been widely criticzed for their reductionist approach and narrow 

focus on the quantity. These two goals have been listed belwo along with their indicators:  
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Goal 2: Achieve Universal Primary Education 

The second goal, having a single target, is to ensure that, by 2015, children 

everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary 

schooling. This is captured by three indicators namely net enrolments in primary 

education, primary school completion rates (calculated by proportion of children who are 

enrolling in Grade 1 and reaching Grade 5) and literacy rates of population which is 15-

24 years.  

Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women 

This goal resolved to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 

education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015. This goal 

targeted to remove gender disparities from three different levels of human engagement: 

education, employment and representation in the legislature of a nation. The indicators 

for this goal include ratio of girls to boys in primary, secondary and tertiary education, 

share of women in labor and wage employment and proportion of seats held by females 

in parliament of the nation.   

From the study of these goal, it is clear that the focus of MDGs was only on the 

quantitative measurement and there is no reference regarding the quality of education, 

and as a result of this the enrolment rates increased at the expense of achievement levels 

in universal primary education. The EFA goal 6 on quality of education was totally 

ignored in the formulation of Millennium Development Goals and no attention is paid to 

the concept of Early Childhood Care and Education as pointed out in Goal 1 of Dakar 

Framework. Early childhood care and education is critical for getting the children from 

poorest families in primary schools. And it has been considered that early childhood care 

and education phase plays an important part in the further learning of children. This 

reductionism of MDG framework have undermined the chances of success of these goals 

(Archer, 2005). Education has been demoted from a fundamental right to a narrow time 

bound target and the success of this target is measured in the increase in percentage of 

enrolment rates or completion rates. An increase of few percentage is celebrated as a 

success and this measurement often conceal the inequalities in the access of education 

among different groups of society. These goals are considered narrow and it has been 

suggested that international community needs to do better at this unfinished business 

(Nayyar, 2013). The narrowness of MDGs is explained by the dominance of financial 

organizations regime in the formulation of these goals. The role of UNESCO has been 

questioned in the formulation of MDGs and it has been pointed out that in the drafting 

and adoption of MDGs, the broader concept of Dakar Framework has been ignored. The 

World Bank and UNICEF played important role as compared to UNESCO and this is the 

reason that under the influence of the Bank, goal of universal primary education has been 

included as MDG 2 and due to UNICEF’s concern regarding the education of girls, 

emphasis has been placed on the girls’ education in MDG 3.  

Regarding the achievement of these goals, the last Millennium Development 

Report 2015 pointed out that considerable progress has been made in enrolment in 

primary education since the adoption of Millennium Development Goals in 2000. The net 

enrolment rate in primary education among the developing regions of the world has been 

increased from 83 percent in 2000 to 91 percent in 2015. More than double children have 
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been enrolled in primary education in Sub-Saharan Africa from the year 1990 to 2012. 

But despite this progress, approximately 57 million children are still out of school in the 

year 2015. In sub-Saharan Africa, the goal of universal primary education faces some 

serious challenges such as rapid growth of primary school age children, poverty, armed 

conflicts and other such emergencies yet this region made impressive progress regarding 

primary school enrolments as compared to other developing countries. This region’s 

enrolment almost doubled from 1990 to 2012. The number of out of school children has 

been increased in conflict affected countries and majority of these children will never go 

to school if the current trends persist. The children from poor and disadvantaged families 

are more likely to remain out of the school. Disability in children also decreases their 

chances for schooling.  The economic conditions of the children also influenced their 

chances to complete the primary school as the children from poor households did not 

complete their school. Regarding gender parity in education, greatest achievements have 

been made in primary schooling. But, the progress towards primary education seems to 

be stagnated from 2007 and so it was suggested that in post-2015 agenda this issue must 

be ranked as top priority in international planning (UN, 2015: 24-28). 

Due to the challenges highlighted by this reprot, the international development 

agenda reframed the MDGs into Sustaianble Development Goals. The World leaders 

gathered on 25 September 2015, at the United Nations in New York to adopt the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. The Sustainable Development Goals were 

generated as a parallel concept to the Millennium Development Goals and these goals 

seek to complete what MDGs did not achieve. A timeline of 2015-2030 was set for 17 

SDGs, ratified by 193 nations. Through these Sustainable Development Goals, all the 

nations resolved to strengthen global peace by eradicating poverty and achieving gender 

equality. These goals are integrated and represent the balance among the three 

dimensions of sustainable development these are economic, social and environmental. 

This agenda is a plan of action for global peace, people and prosperity. These goals are 

comprehensive, far-reaching, people-centered, universal and transformative and seek to 

address the unfinished business of Millennium Development Goals. It has been reported 

that “Access to education has greatly increased for boys and girls” (UN, 2015: 1-9), but 

this progress is quite uneven particularly in least developed countries such as Africa. So, 

this new agenda will reaffirm the commitments made in Millennium Development Goals 

and translate these commitments into 17 Sustainable Development Goals with 169 

integrated and indivisible targets. The agenda is implemented for the full benefits of all 

people of this generation and also for the benefit of the future generation. A strong 

emphasis is placed on quality education of girls and women all over the world. The new 

goals will come into force on 1
st
 January 2016 and will guide the international 

developmental policy for the next fifteen years. The document commits to provide 

quality education at all levels and to all people irrespective of age, sex, race, person with 

disability, migrant people etc. (ibid.) 

Out of these goals, SDG 4 is devoted to education and besides this, education has 

been mentioned in some other goals also such as SDG 3, SDG 8 and SDG 13. SDG 4 

represents a shift from the narrow focus of international policy perspective from universal 

primary education to the quality and equitable education at all phases of education. As 

compared to Millennium Development Goals, Sustainable Development Goals are more 

comprehensive and aims to reach the most vulnerable sections of the society. The goal 4 
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regarding inclusive and quality education for all reaffirms that education is the most 

powerful and proven vehicle for the sustainable development besides health, gender 

equality etc. It has been considered that SDG 4 has an impact on all the sustainable 

development goals. SDG 4 has seven targets and eleven indicators to measure the 

progress towards these targets. Target 1 is intended to ensure that all girls and boys 

should complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to 

relevant and effective learning outcomes. This target is more comprehensive than the 

previous educational goals/targets especially Millennium Development Goal 2 which was 

delimited to primary education. The target is also important as it put emphasis on the 

learning outcomes of the students and not merely focused on the completion rates of 

primary and secondary education. Target 2 of this goal deals with critical importance of 

the early childhood development, care and pre-primary education for the readiness of the 

students for primary education. Target 3 was intended to ensure equal access for all 

women and men to affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary education 

including university education and target 4 purposes to increase the skills of youth and 

adults for decent work. Target 5 aims to eliminate gender disparities in education and put 

stress on the inclusive education including the most vulnerable, persons with disabilities, 

indigenous people etc. Target 6 deals with literacy and numeracy and target 7 is related to 

the content of education. It places stress on the education for sustainable development 

and to provide knowledge and skills to children for sustainable development. The three 

more targets namely 4 A, 4 B and 4 C are constructed for the means of implementation of 

quality and equality targets. To build and upgrade child, disability and gender sensitive 

education facilities is the aim of target 4 A. Target 4 B deals with expansion in the access 

of higher education in developed as well in developing countries and Target 4 C is related 

to the qualification of teachers.  

As all the indicators of Sustainable Development Goals are classified three tiers 

namely Tier I, Tier II and Tier III, the indicators of SDG 4 are also classified in these 

three tiers. Besides this, eleven indicators of SDG 4 are also classified into four types: 

Global Indicators, Regional Indicators, National Indicators and Thematic Indicators. The 

goals and targets were finalized in 2015, but planning and formulation of indicators took 

three more years and indicators were finalized in 2018. Till date, there are 11 global 

indicators and 32 thematic indicators in this goal. However, Unterhalter (2019) that some 

of the issues of goals and targets have been lost in the formulation of indicators, for 

example, there is no global indicator for free education in indicators. It has also pointed 

out that education has some salient features, such as understanding of wellbeing; tacit and 

applied knowledge; criticality; creativity; equality and public good, and these features are 

really unmeasurable in numeric form. The study also criticized the use of gender parity as 

a measure for gender equality in SDG data. It has been considered that gender parity 

measurements have been promoted by the World Bank. Gender equality in education is a 

rich and complex term and it cannot be measured by counting the number of girls 

enrolled, progressing or achieving in school as the proportion of the number of boys.  

The universal relevance of SDGs as compared to limited relevance of MDGs was 

questioned. King 2016 compared the text of target seventh of SDG 4 with the second 

paragraph of Article 26 of Universal Declaration of Human Rights and concluded that 

while both share some common ground but the greatest difference is in timeline placed 

on SDG 4 and absence of any target or time-line in the Article 26. It has been highlighted 
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that in SDG 4, there are no reference to ‘free’ and ‘quality’ education. The monitoring of 

SDG4 is quite difficult and complex as all the goals are integrated and indivisible so 

monitoring of one goal requires the data related to other goals. These goals are much 

more complex than the Millennium Development Goals. So, SDGs are politically 

inaccessible and poorly formulated as these goals do not capture the complexity of 

education and skill development (King, 2016).  

In 2015, the Education for All framework also presented its Incheon Declaration 

and Framework which is mainly focused on the achievement of SDG 4. Tikly (2017) 

highlighted that as compared to the differences between the Dakar Framework and the 

MDGs, the Incheon Declaration and SDGs represent a harmony. The commitments made 

in Incheon declaration have been fully incorporated in the SDGs. Both the documents 

present broader concept of education by emphasizing the access of education for all at all 

levels of education.  Strong emphasis has been placed on the measurement of learning 

outcomes of the students. 4.1.1. The indicator defined to measure equitable access to 

education through counting the number of girls and boys, but it has been criticized that 

equitable access is more complex than merely the number of girls and boys in education. 

These goals are often criticized due to their number of goals, targets and indicators. This 

kind of multiplicity leads to a lot of problems in assessing the progress of this goals. It 

has also been pointed out by Lim et. al (2018) that these goals suggest an overly 

ambitious and insufficiently integrated global agenda that prioritize economic growth and 

present it as a solution to poverty. These goals will also face various challenges in their 

implementation process at global, national and local scales.  

 

3. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Education confers a spectrum of benefits on individuals, families, societies and countries. 

It provides the freedom to understand the world, to lead an informed life and to 

communicate well with others. Due to these benefits of education, it has remained a 

dominant priority in global developmental agenda. The various global goals with specific 

time frame has been framed from time to time to help developing countries to achieve 

universal primary education. In the recent global goals, there is a marked shift of priority 

from quanitative aspects to quality education and besides primary education, emphasis 

has been put on universal secondary education for all. However, from the indepth 

analysis of these recent global goals, it has been observed that the focus of global goals 

remained only on quantitative increase in enrolments and not on real and quality learning 

for all children. There are many loopholes in these global goals which indirectly 

contribute to unfulfillment of these goals by most of the countries. The global 

development agenda need to be more specific and more oriented towards quality primary 

and secondary education for all children.  

4. REFERENCES 

Archer, D. (2005). Critical issues around the millennium development goals and 

education. Convergence, 38(3), 19-31. 

Dreze, J., & Sen, A. (2013). An uncertain glory-India and its contradiction. New Delhi: 

London Publication. 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-12, Issue-03, May-June 2022 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8  

 

Page 83 

Giroux, H. A., & Filippakou, O. (2020). Critical pedagogy in the age of authoritarianism: 

Challenges and possibilities. Revista Izquierdas,  Retrieved April 3, 2020 from 

http://www.izquierdas.cl/images/pdf/ 2020/n49/art102_english_version.pdf 

Inter-Agency Commission (1990). World Declaration on Education for All and 

Framework for Action to Meet Basic Learning Needs. New York: UNICEF. 

King, K. (2016). The global targeting of education and skill: Policy, history and 

comparative perspectives. Compare, 46(6), 952-975. 

Lim, M. M. L., Jorgensen, S. P., & Wyborn, C. A. (2018). Reframing the sustainable 

development goals to achieve sustainable development in the Anthropocene—a 

systems approach. Ecology and Society, 23(3). https://doi.org/10.2307/26799145 

Nayyar, D. (2013). The Millennium Development Goals beyond 2015: Old frameworks 

and new constructs. Journal of Human Development and Capabilities, 14(3), 371-

392. 

Tikly, L. (2017). The future of education for all as a global regime of education 

governance. Comparative Education Review, 61(1), 1-36. 

UN (2015). Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

New York: United Nations. 

UNESCO (2000). The Dakar Framework for Action, Education for All: Meeting our 

Collective Commitments. World Education Forum Dakar, Senegal. 26-28 April, 

2000. Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

UNESCO (2002). EFA Global Monitoring Report 2002: Education for All-Is the World 

on Track.  Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

Unterhalter, E. (2019). The many meanings of quality education: Politics of targets and 

indicators in SDG 4. Global Policy, 10(1), 39-51. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


