
We cannot always build the future for our
youth, but we can build the youth for our
future.

–Franklin D. Roosevelt

Societies throughout history have ac-
knowledged the importance of educa-
tion to human progress. From ancient
Egypt’s Books of Instruction to ancient

Greece’s Academy, from early Quranic
schools to the modern Western world,
civilizations have attempted to ensure
their prosperity by educating their
youth. Smaller societies, too, from vil-
lages in Yemen to dwellers in the African
bush, have invested time and resources
in education for similar reasons. 

Universal education has been on the
global agenda since the 1948 Declaration
of Human Rights proclaimed free and
compulsory education to be a basic hu-
man right. The 1990 Convention on the
Rights of the Child, signed by all but two
of the world’s governments, reaf½rmed
this right as a legally binding obligation.
Since then, there have been many high-
level international commitments to edu-
cation for all.1 Several scholars have also
envisioned broadening its reach. But
none of these international declarations
has suf½ced to translate right into reality.
None of these scholarly reports takes on
the linkage of basic and secondary edu-
cation with other parts of the education
system and with other sectors. None
gives a balanced consideration of all
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modalities of education (in addition to
the classical schoolroom). None iden-
ti½es workable solutions to the econom-
ic, political, and cultural obstacles to
achieving universal basic and secondary
education. Finally, none of these inter-
national declarations endeavors to docu-
ment in detail the globally transforma-
tive effects that would follow from edu-
cating well all the world’s children with
the equivalent of today’s primary and
secondary education. 

There is ample room, then, for further
inquiry and discussion oriented toward
action at the global, national, and com-
munity levels. It cannot be taken for
granted that the educational models and
methods of today’s industrial countries
will be appropriate and feasible to bring
education of high quality to all children
in the rest of the world.

In recent decades, progress toward uni-
versal education has been unprecedent-
ed. Illiteracy in the developing world has
fallen from 75 percent of people a centu-
ry ago to less than 25 percent today. The
average number of years spent in school
in developing countries more than dou-
bled between 1965 and 1990, from 2.1 to
4.4, among those age twenty-½ve and
over.2

However, while the number of people
with access to some schooling has in-
creased, improvements at the secondary
level have been patchy. Whether the lack
of progress is due to a lack of political
will, a lack of resources, bad implemen-

tation of good ideas, or other factors,
separately or in combination, is unclear.
Acknowledging past failures and ½nding
out what went wrong, as well as ½nding
the reasons for progress where progress
occurred, are crucial to future success. 

At the same time, improvements in
the quality of primary education have
also been less than impressive. In many
areas, of½cial statistics disguise funda-
mental flaws and exaggerate the pro-
gress made. Largely focused on enroll-
ment and literacy, the data reveal little
about the quality of education. (Even the
concept of the “quality of education” is
problematic, likely to be culturally de-
pendent, and in need of further analysis
and operational de½nition.)

Rote learning is the norm in many de-
veloping-country schools, and a lack of
well-quali½ed teachers means that many
children receive only the rudiments of
an education. Many others whose atten-
dance at school does not endure much
beyond registration day miss even that.
Of the 1993 cohort that entered primary
school in developing countries, nearly
one-fourth failed to reach the ½fth grade. 

Enrollment data also camouflage ab-
senteeism and grade repetition. In inef-
½cient educational systems, many stu-
dents repeat years of schooling. In Bra-
zil, for example, 26 percent of primary
and 20 percent of lower secondary
school students repeated their grades in
1997. On average, Brazilian students re-
peat over two years of classes, which ac-
counts for a signi½cant amount of the
total years spent in school.3

Even with 4.4 years of education, the
developing world lags far behind the in-
dustrialized countries, where the corre-
sponding ½gure is 9.4 years. Over 45 per-
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cent of adults in the world’s least devel-
oped countries, moreover, are illiterate,
and gender differences are wide.4 In
low-income developing countries, ac-
cording to World Bank ½gures for 1999,
19 percent of males and 31 percent of
females aged ½fteen to twenty-four years
were illiterate.5

The authors of this essay are part of a
collective effort to develop and imple-
ment a detailed program to make more
progress in educating all of the world’s
children. We believe it is possible and
desirable for all children to receive high-
quality primary and secondary school-
ing, through ten or a dozen years of edu-
cation, whether in traditional or nontra-
ditional settings. In what follows, we
will describe the background of our ef-
fort, and the steps underway to convert
our vision into a workable plan–and a
working reality. 

In 1990, a World Conference on ‘Educa-
tion for All’ was held at Jomtien, Thai-
land. The 155 countries represented at
this conference jointly pledged to pro-
vide primary education for all by the
year 2000, and to ensure that children
and adults would “bene½t from educa-
tional opportunities designed to meet
their basic learning needs.” 

Progress toward meeting these goals
was reviewed ten years later at the World
Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal.
Much had been achieved: for example,
some countries have come close to
achieving universal primary education
since Jomtien. Much more remains to be
done, however. The net enrollment ratio
for primary education (that is, the num-
ber of pupils in the of½cial school-age
group as a percentage of the total popu-

lation in that age group) in sub-Saharan
Africa rose from 54 percent in 1990 to 60
percent in 1998, and in southern and
western Asia it rose from 67 percent to
74 percent over the same period.6 At this
slow rate of progress, sub-Saharan Africa
would require another half century, and
southern and western Asia another quar-
ter century, to obtain 97.5 percent net
primary enrollment. Such progress is
simply too slow. Parts of South Asia and
sub-Saharan Africa continue to lag be-
hind. One hundred and thirteen million
primary school-age children remained
out of school as of early 2000, and the
quality of educational delivery and re-
sponsiveness to student need remained
patchy. 

Enrollment ratios still vary widely by
gender. For example, in 1998 the net en-
rollment ratio for primary education in
sub-Saharan Africa was 66 percent for
males, but only 54 percent for females;
in the Middle East and North Africa, it
was 80 percent for males and 71 percent
for females; and in southern and west-
ern Asia, 79 percent for males and 67 per-
cent for females. For the world as a
whole, including developed countries,
the primary net enrollment ratio was 87
percent for boys and 80 percent for
girls.7

Demographic trends mean that devel-
oping world educational systems are
likely to come under increasing pressure.
While 1998 un Population Division pro-
jections foresee few dramatic changes to
the global school-age population over
the next half-century as a whole, they
project large increases in the countries
that can least afford it. 

The growing population of primary
school-age children, in conjunction with
raising primary school enrollment rates

4  unesco, World Education Report (Paris:
unesco, 2000).

5  World Bank, World Development Indicators
2001 (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2001). 

6  unesco, Education for All 2000 Assessment
Statistical Document, 29, 33

7  Ibid.



to 100 percent throughout the develop-
ing world, would result in approximately
15 percent more primary students by
2015 than in 1995. However, a much larg-
er problem in achieving universal educa-
tion will be in secondary schools. In
1997, secondary school enrollment in de-
veloping countries stood at 281 million,
with another 264 million not enrolled.8
The population of ten- to fourteen-year-
olds–the age range for which data are
easily available, and which approximates
the secondary school years–will grow
by 65 million from 1995 to 2015.9 Thus,
full secondary school enrollment will
require the enrollment of over 300 mil-
lion more students in 2015 than in 1995. 

By far the greatest increases will be
needed in sub-Saharan Africa and South
Asia, the two regions with the lowest
current enrollment rates. In sub-Saharan
Africa, for example, only 26 percent of
children are enrolled at the secondary
level–an increase of just 4 percentage
points since Jomtien in 1990. In South
Asia, although secondary gross enroll-
ment rates have risen sharply since 1970,
at 45 percent they remain well behind
the global average. In the least developed
countries overall, at most 19 percent of
children attend secondary school.10

The Dakar Framework for Action that
emerged from the World Education Fo-
rum simultaneously renewed the inter-

national community’s commitments
and implicitly acknowledged its inability
to achieve its stated goals, extending the
deadline to 2015.11

New thinking on designing and im-
plementing a high quality education for
all the world’s children is clearly needed.
In today’s knowledge economy, pri-
mary education, while essential, is not
enough. In the developing world, sec-
ondary schools, colleges, and universi-
ties have yet to reach large numbers of
potential students. Low standards are a
persistent problem in many areas where
poverty is endemic. 

Policymakers are now coming to ac-
knowledge these failings more fully.
‘Education for All’ has not been
achieved. We need new ideas, new strat-
egies, and new efforts if the goals laid
out at Jomtien, and our more ambitious
goals, are to be realized. 

The case for providing an ‘Education
for All’ can be made on four different
grounds: humanitarian, sociological,
political, and economic. 

The humanitarian case is straightfor-
ward: Education enables human beings
to develop their capacities so that they
can lead ful½lling and digni½ed lives.
Promoting equality of opportunity
through education can be a powerful
response to those who believe that the
recent process of globalization has in-
creased inequality and further marginal-
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ized the poor. Education of high quality
helps people give meaning to their lives
by placing them in the context of human
and natural history and by creating
awareness of other cultures. (We ad-
dress below the formidable task of speci-
fying what we mean by “education of
high quality” when we sketch some pre-
liminary thoughts about the goals of
education.)

A second justi½cation for basic and
secondary education is sociological.
Social and cultural capital, which are
crucial ingredients in the development
process and ones that enhance the oper-
ation of other development channels,
can be greatly strengthened by educa-
tion. Schools can help foster a sense of
community. A good education empow-
ers people to take responsibility for their
own lives and for improving the lives of
those around them. The Jomtien Decla-
ration highlights the importance of edu-
cation to furthering the cause of social
justice, human rights, and social and
religious tolerance–all vital to ensuring
international peace and promoting sus-
tainable human development. 

A third justi½cation for universal edu-
cation is political. Education is popular
among voters. It can also, as Francis
Fukuyama has argued, “create the condi-
tions necessary for democratic socie-
ty.”12 “It is hard to imagine,” he contin-
ues, “democracy working properly in a
largely illiterate society where the people
cannot take advantage of information
about the choices open to them.” Both
domestic and international political sta-
bility, too, are affected by education or
its absence. Dictators, for example, who
can have serious destabilizing impacts
on their regions, often endure because
the limited educational level of their

subjects makes it more dif½cult for a
populace to mobilize against them.13 At
the level of international politics, educa-
tion has an important contribution to
make to global peace and stability, as
modern technology makes it possible for
the problems caused by poor education
anywhere to affect other countries
everywhere. 

A fourth and perhaps most persuasive
argument for universal education is eco-
nomic. For over two hundred years
economists have been struggling to an-
swer one simple but fundamental ques-
tion: Why are the people of some coun-
tries richer than others? Why did Aus-
tralia surge ahead of Argentina? Why
are the Asian Tigers so far ahead of
South Asia? A classic answer has been
that some countries have more natural
resources and physical capital and better
technology than others, and that these
advantages allow them to create greater
income and wealth. But the truth seems
to be more complex. Beginning in the
late 1950s, economists expanded the
notion of capital to include human capi-
tal as well. Education, or investment in
people’s capacities, raises people’s pro-
ductivity and provides a foundation for
rapid technological change. Each year of
schooling in developing countries is
thought to raise people’s earning power
by over 10 percent.14

Education can also operate indirectly
by promoting good health and a demo-
graphic transition from high fertility and
high mortality to low fertility and low
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14  Gene Sperling, “Educating the World,” New
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mortality. The spread of schooling in-
creases possibilities for the growth of
national income, and that additional
income helps to ½nance additional edu-
cation, which leads to more income, in a
virtuous spiral.15

Amartya Sen has shown how the eco-
nomic success of Japan in the last 150
years was driven by its focus on expand-
ing education before economic develop-
ment was underway. The contrasting
fortunes of China and India in moving
toward an open, market-oriented econo-
my further support the importance of
education. India’s “massive negligence
of school education,” Sen argues, meant
that the country was ill-prepared for
economic expansion. The spectacular
success of China’s economy, on the
other hand, since it began to open mar-
kets in 1979 was built on a highly literate
population produced by a strong basic
education system, which attempted to
include all girls as well as all boys.16

The economic argument, however, is
not, by itself, suf½cient. Well-educated
populations in the Soviet Union, Cuba,
and the Indian state of Kerala, for exam-
ple, have failed to build strong econo-
mies. There are limits to what education
can achieve when its effects are neutral-
ized by other obstacles to development.
Some of the Gulf states, whose growth
has been founded on oil rather than edu-
cation, show that universal education is
not even necessary for economic
growth. 

Indeed, the case for universal educa-
tion must rest ½nally on the best avail-
able empirical evidence for all of its pos-
sible bene½ts–humanitarian, sociologi-
cal, political, and economic. 

Those who promote the bene½ts of
education must demonstrate that educa-
tion is an essential component on the
path to greater quality of life in the fu-
ture if they wish to convince political
leaders and their constituencies to take
meaningful action. The arguments for
education as an essential complement to
other factors of development and to
other factors of national interest must
be analyzed, the likely cost of progress
measured, and the practical actions
agreed on, while taking into account the
lessons learned from previous successes
and failures. 

The ½eld of international development
is littered with apparently good ideas
that failed to deliver their promised ben-
e½ts. The failures to achieve universal
basic and secondary education have
many causes. 

Economists have long argued that edu-
cation should be a policy priority for
developing countries, but many govern-
ments have so far done little to raise edu-
cational attainment beyond increasing
primary enrollment rates. Some of the
obstacles are material: a lack of funds
and inadequate infrastructure. Some ob-
stacles derive from limited local capacity
to change. But among the greatest prob-
lems is lack of political will for an initia-
tive whose bene½ts will accrue substan-
tially to nonelites and remain invisible
until far into the future.

Developing countries spend around
$240 billion a year of public money on
primary and secondary education.17 As
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there are approximately one billion chil-
dren aged six to sixteen in developing
countries, the average expenditure is
about $240 per child per year–less than
10 percent of the comparable ½gure for
high-income countries. 

How much additional funding is really
required is not obvious from these ½g-
ures because some countries are appar-
ently able to educate children very well
at relatively low cost. For example, Cuba
spends below $1,000 of public money
per primary school student per year, less
than most other nations of the Western
Hemisphere. Yet Cuba’s primary school
students rank far higher in terms of stan-
dardized test scores than those of any
other country in the Latin American re-
gion.18 More generally, there is much to
learn from studying success stories of
both countries and regions within coun-
tries.

Another view of the ½nancial obstacles
to the spread of education is given by
estimates of what it would cost to put
every child in quality primary education
by 2015. Gene Sperling quotes recent
unicef estimates of $7 billion and $9.1
billion per year and an Oxfam estimate
of $8 billion additionally annually.19 On
their face these cost estimates seem im-
plausibly low, especially in comparison
with amounts that are currently being
spent.20 A recent World Bank Working

Paper has given a higher estimate of
$10–15 billion per year.21 This is not a
trivial magnitude, but even it surely
pales in comparison to the full costs of
not educating these children. In any
case, more data and analysis are sorely
needed here.

Rising enrollment ½gures are likely to
magnify the strain on government bud-
gets. The strain may be moderated inso-
far as there are some natural economies
of scale in the provision of education
(development of educational materials
and tools for educational management,
for example). On the other hand, it may
be magni½ed as a result of the need to
recruit larger numbers of quali½ed
teachers.

While a lack of funding has undoubt-
edly been a problem in some countries,
the fact remains that even where good
schools are available, many children do
not attend them. The opportunity cost
of attending school is particularly sig-
ni½cant in poor areas, because sending a
child to school prevents him or her from
making an economic contribution to the
family. Out-of-pocket costs such as for
school fees, uniforms, or textbooks may
also be beyond the reach of many poor
families. Even if the labor market offers
reasonable rates of return on invest-
ments in schooling, families may decline
to undertake the investments insofar as
education promotes migration (urban
and international), the bene½ts of which
do not necessarily accrue to the family
left behind. 
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Gender inequality can also depress
enrollment rates. In many of the poorest
areas of the world, girls do not receive
the same education as boys. Parental
concerns about the personal and sexual
security of their daughters may make
them reluctant to send daughters to
schools away from home, to classrooms
without female teachers, or to schools
without latrines separated by sex. In
sub-Saharan Africa, for example, only 69
percent of girls enroll in primary school,
compared to 84 percent of boys.22

Promotion of female education has
strong potential to trigger virtuous de-
velopment spirals. Educated girls gen-
erally have fewer children, so that edu-
cating one generation of girls makes it
easier to educate the next. The children
of educated mothers generally enjoy
healthier lives than those of less educat-
ed mothers, and hence are better able to
learn. They also have lower mortality, so
they are better investments for the edu-
cational system. 

In addition, education directly im-
proves the quality of life and the eco-
nomic potential of the educated girl her-
self. Increasing the number of female
teachers, expanding schools so that
sexes may be separated where that is
deemed culturally desirable, and work-
ing to eliminate gender discrimination
in the labor market can all help to cut
gender bias and increase enrollment
rates further. 

The poor quality of education is an-
other major factor behind low enroll-
ment statistics. Obsolete curricula, a
lack of educational materials, inade-
quate classrooms, and poor teacher
quality all reduce the incentive for chil-
dren to attend school. 

In many areas, moreover, the drive to
increase enrollment rates has had a det-

rimental effect on educational quality. In
such areas, the number of teachers has
not kept pace with the number of stu-
dents, and student-teacher ratios have
risen as a result. A study in Tamil Nadu,
India, for example, found that while the
number of children enrolled in primary
and lower secondary school increased by
35 percent from 1977 to 1992, the number
of teachers rose by only 4 percent.23 A
falling ratio of students to teachers is no
guarantee of rising educational quality,
as Argentina appears to have discovered,
but the trend in Tamil Nadu goes in the
wrong direction. Improved access to
education may therefore become a
threat to quality. 

Higher enrollment rates do not lead to
greater knowledge or skills if teaching
quality is low. Low salaries and poor
teacher training mean that highly
skilled, motivated people are unlikely to
be attracted to a teaching career. Large
class sizes also tend to be a further deter-
rent to potential educators. Moreover,
those who are attracted, if they are not
judged and rewarded on the basis of
their results, often have little incentive
beyond normal worker’s pride to im-
prove their methods.

Effective reform requires more than
articulating a sensible new vision for
basic and secondary education. It
requires appreciating the different goals
of education in different cultures, and it
requires developing the human and
technological means necessary to
achieve those goals. It requires a thor-
ough quantitative assessment of present
educational performance and a rigorous
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projection of the expected consequences
of future improvements. It also requires
the mobilization of political will, build-
ing a broad-based consensus in favor of
key reforms. 

Governments, ministries of education,
teachers, and parents all need to be en-
listed in a renewed drive for universal
education. These traditional agents of
education will bene½t from nontradi-
tional partnerships with other govern-
ment ministries, such as ministries of
labor and of commerce, along with local,
national, and multinational businesses–
in short, with all parties that have a stake
in a capable populace. An effective strat-
egy requires an appreciation of national
needs and concerns outside of basic and
secondary education. It requires an ob-
jective account of each country’s ½nan-
cial, human, and political resources. It
requires sensitivity to each country’s
history and cultures to ensure the work-
ability and legitimacy of the institutions
that have to be built as part of the re-
form.

If governments and teachers are to be
brought on board, the bene½cial conse-
quences of achieving universal primary
and secondary education will have to be
spelled out and, ideally, supported by
credible data. An evidence-based strate-
gy needs to identify the mechanisms
through which education enhances the
quality of life by promoting health, hu-
man dignity, and economic growth. 

For example, education may affect a
population in a variety of ways: by culti-
vating skills and disseminating knowl-
edge; by raising social status; by increas-
ing earnings in the labor market; by low-
ering fertility rates; by enhancing the
sense of personal autonomy; by broad-
ening cultural horizons.24

If knowledge and skills acquired in
schools are the main avenue of influence
on demography, then curricular content
is crucial. If, on the other hand, contact
with a culture outside the home, or po-
tential earnings and the opportunity
costs of high fertility are the main ave-
nues of influence, then the content of
the curriculum may not be so crucial.
This is one reason why careful research
is critical to the formulation of policy.

Cross-national comparisons and re-
search into the effect of education on
foreign direct investment, international
competitiveness, inequality, and poverty
will be instructive for policymakers and
educators alike. Because considerable
research on these topics has already been
carried out, new efforts should build on
what is already known and clarify areas
of uncertainty. 

Of course, not every regime will wel-
come every likely consequence of pro-
viding an ‘Education for All.’ Marshal-
ling the evidence that education changes
the aspirations of women, brings down
fertility rates, and promotes a demo-
graphic transition (by, for example, in-
creasing age at ½rst marriage, age at ½rst
birth, use of family-planning services,
and encouraging parents to invest more
time and money in fewer children) will
act as a spur to some governments–and
perhaps as a deterrent to others. 

In addition, governments may react in
varied ways if there is reason to think
that money spent on universal education
detracts from the achievement of poten-
tially competing social goals, such as im-
proved health.

Still, if it can be demonstrated empiri-
cally that universal education is ½nally in
the interest of every society, then most
governments are eventually liable to join
in the effort. And if businesses, too, can
be persuaded that universal education is
a public good, then they too may be will-
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ing to bring their innovation and cre-
ativity to the table, and perhaps even
some money.

One of the most sensitive issues in any
effort to promote universal basic and
secondary education is the de½nition of
goals. Goals must be clearly laid out so
that the success of programs can be con-
tinuously monitored. At the local level,
those who will be most affected by local-
ly adopted goals should not be excluded
from the tasks of adapting educational
goals to local knowledge and aspira-
tions. To stimulate thinking and provoke
discussion about possible shared goals,
we offer the following suggestions: 
• The skills taught should include read-

ing with understanding, writing with
clarity, and speaking with con½dence.
(The choice of language or languages
in which these skills are practiced is
likely to be a national or local issue.)
The skills taught should also include
numeracy, that is, the ability to read
and understand the kinds of quantita-
tive information encountered in daily
life, plus the ability to compute as re-
quired in the contexts of daily life.
(These fundamental skills with words
and numbers are to be distinguished
from the specialized disciplinary skills
of literary and mathematical analysis.)
Additional skills worthy of attention
include peaceful ways to manage and
resolve, where possible, conflicts and
differences within and between a vari-
ety of cultural units. The conflicts and
the means of resolving them will differ
culturally (e.g. compromise vs. con-
sensual discussion vs. majority vote vs.
appeal to tradition) but the skills of
dealing peacefully with conflict may
have widespread or universal value.
Other important skills include the
ability to analyze and make choices
about personal life and work, and the

ability to be productive and ½nd satis-
faction in personal life and work.

• The knowledge to be imparted must
focus on both the self and others. In
human terms, others might include
the family, the local community, other
communities and cities, the nation-
state (if relevant), other countries and
cultures, and humankind. In nonhu-
man terms, others might include other
living species and the major nonliving
components of the Earth. “Other” will
also refer to other times, including the
sources and limitations of our under-
standing of past and future. These
domains of knowledge can be ap-
proached through the perspectives of
the natural sciences, the social sci-
ences, and the arts and humanities. For
example, understanding the self in sci-
enti½c perspective provides a vehicle
for instruction in health and human
biology and behavior. 

• The attitudes to be instilled must also
refer both to the self and to others–
though here the goals of a universal
education are liable to provoke contro-
versy. How will schools balance the
values of individuality and of collec-
tive concern, of innovation and con-
formity, of initiative and obedience, of
competitiveness and cooperation, of
skepticism and respect? The industrial
model of classroom education, with
students sitting silently and obediently
at desks arranged on a grid and listen-
ing to an authoritative teacher, with
classes starting promptly when the bell
rings, conveys a different set of values
and attitudes than many alternative
modes of education.
The goals of education for children

around the world will shape the kinds of
people we and our children will live
among. More is at stake in de½ning and
assuring a quality education for every
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child than defeating terrorism, or lower-
ing population growth rates, or expand-
ing world economic growth, or spread-
ing democracy and the rule of law–
though all of these in our view are
worthwhile consequences. Also at stake
are the inventiveness and civility of the
people among whom we will live, and
the richness of our own opportunities to
learn from them.

The American Academy of Arts and
Sciences is currently assembling a task
force to examine the rationale, means,
and consequences of providing a qual-
ity education to all the world’s children
at the primary and secondary levels. The
project aims to synthesize what is
known about many of the issues raised
above, and also to identify what needs to
be known, in order to formulate policy
options for moving forward. 

The Academy project has six features
that, in combination, set it apart from
previous efforts to promote universal
education. 

First, instead of taking the value of
universal education as self-evident, the
project will be analytical. It will attempt
to document in detail who bene½ts and
to what extent and how. Thus the value
of education is taken as a hypothesis to
be evaluated, not as an axiom. 

Second, the project will be cross-sec-
toral in orientation, attempting to evalu-
ate the interactions of education with
competing and complementary contrib-
utors to human well-being, such as pub-
lic health (including family planning and
reproductive health), jobs, nutrition,
and physical infrastructure. 

Third, the project will be cross-sec-
toral in expertise. It will encourage fresh
perspectives from economists, develop-
mental psychologists, demographers,
statisticians, historians, cultural anthro-
pologists, medical and public-health
workers, and others to complement the

expertise of those who already work in
education. 

Fourth, the project will consider edu-
cation by all means, including but not
limited to enrollment in primary and
secondary school. 

Fifth, the project will explore the view
that the goal of primary education for all
is not ambitious enough. The project
will extend this goal through secondary
education. 

Sixth, the project will take into ac-
count the interactions of universal and
local criteria for what constitutes educa-
tion of high quality. 

Ideas for means of reaching children
to educate them will bene½t from draw-
ing on successful efforts to change large,
complex systems in other ½elds. Educa-
tional programs may bene½t from expe-
rience with successful delivery methods
in national and international efforts in,
for example, agriculture and public
health.

The project will examine whether and
how new technologies can be harnessed
to promote a more effective and equi-
table distribution of education. It will
also evaluate teacher development ef-
forts where education is to be delivered
by teachers. 

These large goals will eventually have
to give way to speci½cs, such as ‘Where
will the implementation of the plans
developed by the ½rst phase of the proj-
ect start?’ ‘Who should be involved?’
‘Where will the money come from?’
‘How can students study at night in vil-
lages with no electricity?’ ‘How are poor
families going to be persuaded to let
their children study instead of work?’
Delivery methods will inevitably need to
be judged on their economic viability as
well as by their human and political
advantages.

The research is not intended to com-
pare formally universal basic and sec-
ondary education to other instruments
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of development. It is not trying to model
rigorously the whole development pro-
cess. It is meant to take a critical look at
previous thinking in the ½eld and assess
both the desirability and the feasibility
of a global effort to involve govern-
ments, businesses, nongovernmental
organizations, families, and individuals
in the drive for primary and secondary
education for all.

The Academy’s scholarly analysis and
dissemination of research results will
complement other efforts under way to
develop support for universal education
at the level of grass-roots organizations
and at the level of national and interna-
tional political leadership (for example,
the Global Alliance on Basic Education
proposed by Gene Sperling25). 

We hope that the Academy’s research
will support and improve the policies ad-
vocated by other groups, while receiving

stimulation from the practical questions
they raise. A coordinated approach to
global educational development that
combines analytical research with popu-
lar and political advocacy seems more
likely to be effective than advocacy with-
out research–or research conducted
without effective advocacy.26

25  Sperling, “Toward Universal Education,”
7–13.

26  The authors gratefully acknowledge the sup-
port of the American Academy’s ubase project,
which is underwritten by the Hewlett Founda-
tion, John Reed, the Golden Family Founda-
tion, Paul Zuckerman, an anonymous donor,
and the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences. jec acknowledges the support of Nation-
al Science Foundation grant deb 9981552 and
the hospitality of Mr. and Mrs. William T. Gol-
den during this work. Ines Aguerrondo, Leslie
Berlowitz, Ariel Dorfman, George Ingram, Kis-
hore Mahbubani, Martin Malin, Kenneth Pre-
witt, Mamphela Ramphele, Larry Rosenberg,
Bruce Scott, Adele Simmons, Stephen Sinding,
and Paul Zuckerman provided helpful com-
ments on and discussion of earlier drafts.




