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1 Goals of Universal Basic and 
Secondary Education

Joel E. Cohen

What should be the goals of basic and secondary education of high qual-
ity? Which, if any, of these goals should be universal? What does “univer-
sal” mean? What happens when educational goals confl ict? What are the 
meanings of “high quality” in basic and secondary education? Who decides 
these questions, and by what process do they decide? How should the qual-
ity of decisions about educational goals be evaluated?

Attention to educational goals is intrinsic to achieving educational qual-
ity. Knowing where one wants education to go, ultimately or incremen-
tally, facilitates deciding whether one is getting there effectively. In the 
fi nal decades of the twentieth century, the international movement toward 
universal primary education focused on expanding access to schooling 
and largely sidestepped trying to defi ne goals. Yet the same international 
community promoted educational assessments as a means to improve edu-
cational quality. Such assessments are most useful if they measure what 
education is trying to accomplish.

The project on Universal Basic and Secondary Education (UBASE), 
based at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, recognized a lack of 
consensus within and among countries and a lack of focused international 
discussion on the desired content and aims of basic and secondary educa-
tion. Acting on the conviction that questions of educational goals were too 
important to leave unargued and unanalyzed, the project invited individu-
als from different geographic, cultural, professional, and religious back-
grounds to address these questions. These individuals wrote from different 
levels of analysis, refl ecting their backgrounds as, among others, teachers 
and headmasters of schools, a diplomat, a philosopher, a statistician, an 
economist, a lawyer, a minister of state, a physician, an artist, a journalist 
and novelist, and professionals related to the study and administration of 
education—and from cultures and geographical locations in Africa north 
and south of the Sahara, Arab regions, East and South Asia, Europe, North 
America, and Latin America. Some of their written responses are the fol-
lowing chapters of this book.

The purposes of this volume are to stimulate attention to educational 
goals on the part of individuals, families, educational professionals, 
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community leaders in business, religion, and politics, local governments, 
national governments, and international organizations, and to provide 
some starting points for future discussions among the different groups with 
different agendas that compose any society. Educational goals are at the 
heart of contests of values and interests at most times in many societies. 
The diversity of educational goals in the chapters of this volume illustrates 
the challenges local communities, nations, and the international commu-
nity will face in trying to set educational goals. Although the proposed 
goals vary with their authors’ political, economic, social, and religious con-
texts, the multiple voices refl ected in these chapters provide valuable mate-
rial for an informed discussion. This volume may be the only place in recent 
decades where divergent, insightful views of the goals of primary and sec-
ondary education from around the world confront one another between 
the same covers.

This introduction reviews the context and content of the following chap-
ters. I fi rst identify some diffi culties in establishing and evaluating educa-
tional goals. I then sketch the history of educational goals. The second half 
of this introduction summarizes the educational goals of basic and second-
ary education proposed by the authors of this volume.

This volume leaves major questions unanswered. It will have succeeded 
if it contributes to broadening and deepening conversations about the goals 
of education. Rich countries and poor, and rich people and poor, should 
devote more attention to the goals of basic and secondary education, and 
to what universal education should mean.

WHY DEFINING EDUCATIONAL GOALS IS DIFFICULT

The chapters in this volume collectively do not indicate a single set of edu-
cational goals. Specifying educational goals and agreeing on them are dif-
fi cult for multiple reasons. Stating some of these reasons may help to avoid 
naive optimism and may encourage sustained attention to the challenge.

A society’s goals for education and a society’s goals for schooling (when 
these goals can be defi ned) may differ. For example, a society that wants its 
youth and adults to be trustworthy, courageous, and patriotic may sponsor 
youth movements outside of formal schooling. How a society encourages or 
regulates newspapers, magazines, the Internet, popular music, radio, televi-
sion, fi lm, political and commercial advertising, and video games refl ects a 
society’s implicit educational goals for its young people and adults. If there 
are differences between a society’s goals for education (what kind of young 
people and adults does the society want?) and a society’s goals for school-
ing, there may also be differences between high-quality education from a 
broad social perspective and high-quality schooling.

Goals for schooling may pertain to educational inputs, processes, imme-
diate outputs, or long-term outcomes. Educational budgets and physical 
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facilities are inputs. Hours of instruction per year are both inputs and pro-
cesses; pedagogical techniques and procedures of discipline and administra-
tion are processes. The fraction of primary school entrants who complete 
primary school and the fraction of primary school graduates who know 
their multiplication tables are both immediate outputs. Long-term out-
comes could be measured by the fraction of young adults who are able to 
compete in global labor markets and who participate in national political 
debates on an informed basis, or by progress toward national political and 
economic goals.

Goals for educational inputs, processes, and immediate outputs may 
affect the possibility of reaching goals for long-term outcomes but do not 
determine what those long-term goals should be. A goal of increasing the 
use of computers in classrooms or incorporating art, music, or science 
into primary schools does not specify the long-term outcomes of educa-
tion. Ranking educational goals for schooling requires some defi nition of 
long-term educational goals, and that defi nition is the responsibility of the 
society at large. A society may fi nd it diffi cult to face or fulfi ll that respon-
sibility if the views or interests of powerful actors within the society are 
too divergent.

A society’s broad educational goals usually pertain to long-term out-
comes but may often also affect the resources for and content of educational 
inputs and processes. For example, a society’s goals for freedom of speech 
may infl uence the freedom of speech permitted in schools; a society’s goals 
for democratic participation may infl uence the democratic participation 
permitted students in schools.

In short, what the society wants for itself affects the goals of schooling. 
The goals of schooling affect the long-term goals a society can hope to 
achieve. In the two-way causal interactions between the goals of school-
ing (regarding educational inputs, processes, and immediate outputs) and a 
society’s broad educational goals (regarding long-term outcomes), there is 
a large margin of indeterminacy in both linkages. For example, in rulings 
on June 25, 2007, the United States Supreme Court forbade one kind of 
free speech to a high school student and authorized a greater range of free 
speech in political campaign advertisements (Stout, 2007).

Long-term outcomes may be specifi ed at multiple levels, for example, the 
individual learner; the population of teachers (their training and orientations 
toward tolerance, the diversity of student needs, and technological innova-
tion in education, for example); the educational system (for different age 
groups or tiers of education); the population reaching the age of 18; the adult 
population; and the society and economy. Goals at one level are not necessar-
ily suffi cient to determine goals at all levels. For example, a goal that the indi-
vidual learner realize his interests and potential to the fullest extent possible, 
regardless of gender and urban or rural location, does not determine whether 
the population reaching the age of eighteen has the distribution of academic, 
vocational, commercial, and interactive skills and political loyalties required 
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for a viable society. Hence it seems necessary to specify educational goals 
at multiple levels. The UNESCO goals for individual learners and for the 
educational system (Mary Joy Pigozzi, Chapter 18, this volume) are a start in 
this direction of multi-level specifi cation of goals.

Educational goals are subject to infl uence at multiple geographic or spatial 
scales, and may be determined differently at each scale from international 
to individual. Different spatial scales of infl uence interact in a complicated 
network. International organizations have goals for education based on 
their understanding of the reasons for providing education. For example, 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child says that educa-
tion is a basic human right, while some multinational businesses promote 
education where they want an educated labor force. Nongovernmental 
organizations and organized religions also attempt to infl uence education 
internationally. Educational goals are promoted by national governments, 
which may listen to the international community, and by national min-
istries, unions, and professional associations. State, provincial and local 
school boards, religious groups, and home-schooling parents may set goals 
for children’s education in countries where the central government does not 
preempt that right. The parents in a family set educational goals and stan-
dards for their own children that need not coincide with those of the local 
or national community. Finally, individual children within a family may set 
themselves differing educational goals and standards.

Current discussions of the quality of education largely overlook the 
challenge of defi ning educational goals when means are limited (George 
Ingram, Chapter 19, this volume):

. . . presentations on quality education most often describe what is re-
quired to produce quality education in ideal circumstances—strong 
political commitment, adequate resources, supportive and involved 
parents and community, trained teachers and systems to support them, 
healthy students, etc. (p. 149).

But how do you maximize quality in less favorable circumstances?

Missing is a systemic analysis of what would defi ne quality education 
and how it would be maximized in a resource-poor environment—
crowded classes, poorly trained and compensated teachers, inadequate 
materials, and unengaged parents (p. 250).

When Mexican sixth-grade students who were the fi rst in their families to 
go to school had teachers they rated as consistently effective, they acquired 
literacy skills at the same level as students with educated parents; but the 
fi rst-generation students were handicapped in acquiring literacy when they 
perceived their teachers as ineffective (Reimers, 2006). This empirical 
fi nding underlines the importance of Ingram’s emphasis on the quality of 
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teaching. Ingram also suggests a second missing ingredient: examination 
of the defi nition of an education of quality for students who are not in 
school, are vulnerable, or are hard-to-reach, such as “street children, rural 
dwellers, disabled children, HIV/AIDS orphans, dropouts, child laborers, 
night travelers in Uganda, and children with mental, physical and emo-
tional disabilities” (p. 250). He notes that although interventions are cur-
rently directed toward these groups, basic questions of quality are not being 
addressed. He asks, “[W]hat are realistic, relevant goals? What type of 
learning is relevant for such groups?” (p. 250).

These questions can create tensions within countries as well as between 
or among them. Does universal education include students who are learn-
ing disabled or severely emotionally or physically disabled? If so, how are 
they to be reached, and how should a society decide how much to spend on 
educating them at the possible expense of educating others who learn more 
readily? In the public schools of the United States, for example, according 
to the National Education Association (2004):

The current [2004] average per student cost is $7,552 and the average 
cost per special education student is an additional $9,369 per student, 
or $16,921. Yet, in 2004, the federal government [was] providing local 
school districts with just under 20 percent of its commitment rather 
than the 40 percent specifi ed by the law [Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act], creating a $10.6 billion shortfall for states and local 
school districts.

The 5.3 billion people in the less developed regions with 2004 average 
Gross National Income of $4,450, let alone the roughly 2.7 billion of those 
5.3 billion people who were living on less than two U.S. dollars per day, 
cannot afford such expenditures for students with special needs. How can 
the educational needs of such students be respected?

I have spoken of “a society’s goals for education” as if a society were 
to have unifi ed goals for education. But societies are usually composed 
of different groups with different agendas and interests. Attaining agree-
ment throughout a society on goals for education and schooling can be 
expected to be a diffi cult political process in which power, compromise, 
and self-restraint are complexly mixed. Many individual people want 
to infl uence educational goals within schools and more broadly, includ-
ing, among others, children, parents, teachers, education offi cials, policy 
makers, religious leaders, labor leaders, business leaders, politicians, and 
members of the community at large. In addition to individuals, many 
organized groups of people, which we may call corporate interests, 
seek to infl uence educational goals, for example, labor unions (includ-
ing teachers’ unions), organizations of industrialists, organized religious 
groups, political parties, and governments. All these have an interest in 
what goes on wherever education takes place, in and out of schools, and 
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their interests may concur at some of the levels and scales identifi ed pre-
viously and may differ at others.

International economic requirements and international comparative 
educational assessments can powerfully infl uence decisions about the goals 
of education within a country. At present, no international body has the 
authority to establish international goals or standards for schooling. If de 
facto standards emerge from international requirements for commerce and 
scientifi c and technological exchanges, an institution devoted to formaliz-
ing the emergent standards may be found useful in the future.

A related diffi culty in establishing goals concerns assessment. Once 
goals are established, individuals (students, teachers, parents) and authori-
ties (school administrators, nongovernmental organizations, and ministries 
of education, fi nance, and defense) have an interest in tracking progress 
toward those goals. In the process of measuring progress, questions arise 
that are important for the determination of goals. When a verbal state-
ment of goals is proposed or adopted by an educational authority, are the 
goals suffi ciently well defi ned to make assessment possible? What are the 
implications of goals for methods of assessment? What are the implications 
of available methods of assessment for the choice of goals? How can the 
educational effects of media and institutions outside of schools be assessed? 
New collaborations or new institutions may be required to improve the 
coupling between educational goals and educational assessments.

The evolution of evaluations from checking students’ rote mastery of 
facts to measuring the capacity for value judgments requires the devel-
opment of criteria of excellence in judgment (Ana Carolina Letichevsky, 
Chapter 16, this volume). When different stakeholders have different val-
ues about excellence in judgment, the task of evaluation and assessment 
becomes complicated by the requirement that values be negotiated among 
those who require the evaluation, those who carry out the evaluation, and 
those who are affected (positively or negatively) by its results. Letichevsky 
writes, “Discussions of educational evaluation require a discussion of how 
the results will be used to improve education and a discussion of the stan-
dards to be adopted” (p. 216).

Eisner (2005) argued that new methods of assessment should be devel-
oped to correspond to more ambitious and less tidy goals. Camer Vellani 
(Chapter 7, this volume) reports an effort in Pakistan to develop new forms 
of assessment for secondary-school leavers that would favor the ability to 
reason and solve problems over rote memory. He acknowledges that, even 
with a successful implementation of the new form of examination, it will 
take many years to determine whether the new examinations will shape 
education to achieve the long-term goals favored by the new examination.

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
launched in 1997 the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) “to measure how far students approaching the end of compulsory 
education have acquired some of the knowledge and skills essential for full 
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participation in the knowledge society” (OECD, no date, p. 4). In 2000, 
when PISA fi rst went into the fi eld, forty-three countries participated in the 
assessment. In 2006, fi fty-seven or fi fty-eight countries participated. Par-
ticipating countries or areas that were not members of OECD were Argen-
tina, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Colombia, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Macao, 
the Russian Federation, Slovenia, Tunisia, Croatia, Estonia, Kyrgyzstan, 
Lithuania, Qatar, Serbia and Montenegro, Taiwan, Uruguay, Brazil, Chile, 
Israel, Jordan, Latvia, Romania, and Thailand.1

PISA is designed to monitor progress toward goals defi ned by OECD 
and is administered to fi fteen-year-olds in schools, 4,500 to 10,000 stu-
dents in each country. The assessments compare what students know and 
can do in reading, mathematics, science and problem solving. PISA sug-
gests that students also need “literacy” and “lifelong learning.” Literacy is 
defi ned as “the capacity of students to analyze, reason and communicate 
effectively as they pose, solve and interpret problems in a variety of subject 
matter areas.” Lifelong learning is students’ “motivation to learn, beliefs 
about themselves and learning strategies.”2 Further,

Reading literacy [is] [t]he capacity to understand, use and refl ect on 
written texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, develop one’s knowledge 
and potential, and participate in society. . . . Mathematical literacy 
[is] [t]he capacity to identify and understand the role that mathemat-
ics plays in the world, make well-founded judgments, and use and en-
gage with mathematics in ways that meet the needs of one’s life as a 
constructive, concerned and refl ective citizen. . . . Scientifi c literacy [is] 
[t]he capacity to use scientifi c knowledge, identify scientifi c questions 
and draw evidence-based conclusions, in order to understand and help 
make decisions about the natural world and the changes made to it 
through human activity.3

Whatever PISA’s success in measuring all of these components, the articula-
tion of goals and continued effort to improve monitoring of their achieve-
ment across countries is an important step. That it is also a contentious 
and internationally tenuous process is illustrated by the fact that the United 
States elected not to participate in the PISA 2007 assessment, presumably 
to avoid drawing attention to the comparatively mediocre performance of 
U.S. students, even as progress toward the goals expressed in “No Child 
Left Behind” should by now be evident.

A further diffi culty in choosing educational goals is the challenge of 
understanding and measuring the consequences of education (Hannum and 
Buchmann, 2006). In principle, adopting economic growth as a goal to 
be produced as a result of investing in universal education is defensible if 
evidence shows that economic growth is, or can be, a consequence of uni-
versal education. Such consequences are in fact very diffi cult to measure. 
If education is incapable of producing a desired long-term consequence, 

Cohen & Malin 7th pages.indd   9Cohen & Malin 7th pages.indd   9 10/12/2009   10:23:27 AM10/12/2009   10:23:27 AM



10 Joel E. Cohen

T&F Proofs: Not For Distribution

it makes little sense to invest in education toward that particular end. A 
closer intellectual and practical linkage between education’s demonstrable 
consequences and proposed goals might add realism to refl ections about 
educational goals.

In defi ning goals for universal education, another question arises: What 
does “universal” mean? Does it demand that all children have access to 
education of some kind or kinds, with uptake optional, whether uptake 
is free or dependent on payment? Or does it mean that all children fi n-
ish a full course of education? UNESCO’s 2006 EFA (Education for All) 
Global Monitoring Report states that universal primary education “will be 
achieved only when all children have access to and complete primary edu-
cation” (UNESCO, 2005, p. 48). The UN Millennium development goal 
likewise describes universal primary education as completion of primary 
education by every child.

Less has been done to address questions about the universality of educa-
tional content, which varies across countries and regions. Universal could 
mean that all children get the same education. Or it could mean that all 
children get some education, but the content differs by place, type of school, 
or technology of instruction. Or it could mean that there are universal prin-
ciples that apply everywhere but that the implementation and specifi cation 
of these principles in practice depend on the local context. If content dif-
fers, there may be some or no common elements for all children. Or it could 
mean that education is the same for everybody except for those children 
who are disabled, remote, rural, minority, or otherwise handicapped.

Confl icts of values are a fundamental diffi culty in choosing educational 
goals. Between and within cultures, choices based on values must be made 
about the priority of goals. For example, values differentiate the orientation 
of Deborah Meier’s Mission Hills School (described in Chapter 13, this 
volume) to prepare children for democracy from the orientation of Mallam 
Bala Ahmed’s Qur’anic school (Chapter 6, this volume) to inculcate tradi-
tional moral values, and values differentiate both of these from the orien-
tation of Kai-ming Cheng’s proposal (Chapter 2, this volume) to prepare 
students for global commerce.

One of the most diffi cult questions posed at the beginning of this intro-
duction is: How should the quality of decisions about educational goals be 
evaluated? To amplify slightly, by what process, using what criteria, and 
over what time span could one decide whether a society is better off adopt-
ing one set of educational goals versus another? Rothstein and Jacobsen 
(Chapter 17, this volume) fi nd a large discrepancy between what people 
in the United States currently say they want from public schools and what 
federal education laws seem to be promoting. But who is to say which alter-
native set of educational goals for the public schools is better for the United 
States to pursue in the long run? Suppose I have my prejudices about the 
goals of education and you have different prejudices about the goals of 
education. What objective evidence could you and I agree in advance to 
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consider decisive about the relative merits of our prejudices? Using what 
information and by what process could you and I and others collaboratively 
design educational goals that are superior to those favored by my prejudices 
and by yours? The educational goals that are best for the United States 
may turn out to depend on the educational goals adopted elsewhere in the 
world, for example, in Brazil, China, Japan, Saudi Arabia, or Russia; may 
depend on the time span chosen (what is best for the next fi ve years may 
differ from what is best for the next fi fty years); and may depend on who 
within the United States is defi ning “best.” I have found little or no discus-
sion of how to evaluate choices of educational goals.

Modesty requires recognition that, however desirable may be the goals 
chosen for education, external conditions constrain the effectiveness of any 
school system in realizing those goals. Case studies in this volume include 
a girl in a village in West Africa (reported by Beryl Levinger, Chapter 5, 
this volume), and a boy in the remote mountains of Pakistan (reported by 
Camer Vellani, Chapter 7, this volume). More generally, what basic and 
secondary education can hope to accomplish is constrained, Vellani recog-
nizes, not only by the capacity learners bring to school, but also by “opera-
tional and political reasons. Chief among the former are the paucity of 
appropriately trained teachers and managers, adequate physical facilities, 
geographic access, and fi nance. These issues are compounded by the enor-
mous school-age population and public perception of value, especially for 
girls, in underprivileged communities” (p. 102). The goals of schooling and 
of education broadly, no matter how wise and enlightened, are not the only 
factor in the ultimate effectiveness of education.

Even when it is possible to choose educational goals for today, a further 
diffi culty is that the choice is never fi nal and, until the world stops chang-
ing, can never be fi nal. Even those who believe that inculcating tradition is 
the primary goal will have to concede, upon critical scholarly study, that 
traditions change in response to changing circumstances. The diffi culty of 
adapting educational goals to changing circumstances locally and globally 
will never disappear. The absence of systematic attention to procedures and 
institutions that could facilitate changes in educational goals exacerbates 
the diffi culty.

The next section gives a brief overview of some historical highlights 
in thinking about educational goals. The section after that reviews ideas 
about the goals of basic and secondary education proposed by the follow-
ing chapters of this book.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE GOALS OF EDUCATION

The following survey of the history of thought on educational goals is 
necessarily superfi cial and incomplete because it must be brief. This survey 
shows that many of this book’s authors are picking up threads with a long 
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history. Up to the middle of the twentieth century, the goals of education, 
especially in the West, shifted gradually and incompletely from a focus 
on elites to a focus on all citizens (initially narrowly defi ned by gender 
and race), and then nominally to all children, although different children 
continue to receive very disparate levels of education. The major changes 
were, not surprisingly, driven by changes outside of educational systems: 
the rise of nation-states in Europe, the rise of democracy in North Amer-
ica, the widespread demand for skilled labor associated with the Industrial 
Revolution, and the availability of cheap books and newspapers as a result 
of the invention and diffusion of printing. As the need to educate more 
people grew in the United States and Europe, the institutional model of 
education by means of scheduled and graded classes in schools largely 
locked into nationally or locally prescribed curricula triumphed over ear-
lier models. Political and economic interests usually dominated the goals 
of schooling.

Ancient Perspectives

People have been worrying about the purposes of education for at least 
2,500 years, from the times of the Buddha, Confucius, and Plato until 
today (Bailey, 1976; Curtis and Boultwood, 1977). Often commentators 
espoused one view and neglected or dismissed all others. Beliefs about the 
purposes of education infl uenced who was educated and how education 
was offered.

The nominal purpose of education for Plato (approx. 427 BCE–approx. 
347 BCE) in The Republic was knowledge of the good. Education, Plato 
wrote, aimed to remove the veil from people’s eyes so that they could see 
the reality of pure ideas. Plato’s educational vision was not universal. Not 
everyone was supposed to receive an education, and no educational content 
was common to all who were supposed to be educated. Education fi tted 
people for their class. The guardians, or the philosopher-kings, received 
one kind of education, the soldiers another, and the citizens a third. The 
slaves did not receive an education. The prescribed education had the politi-
cal or civic purpose of creating the city-state Plato thought perfect. The 
discrepancy found in Plato’s Republic between the announced purpose of 
education and the effective purpose the prescribed education serves is an 
early instance of a discrepancy that persists to today.

According to Plato’s Republic, primary education for the guardians 
lasted until age twenty. Primary education included basic intellectual devel-
opment, extensive physical training on the Spartan model, and musical per-
formance to develop the sense of harmony and proportion in the individual. 
Secondary education continued to age fi fty, covering fi rst arithmetic, geom-
etry, and theoretical (not observational) astronomy; then philosophy and 
apprenticeship in governance. The people who rose to the top in these areas 
became the guardians, who governed the country. Those who did not rise 
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to the top became the soldiers. For Plato, it was important to censor all arts, 
because poetry and drama could mislead people through stories about the 
passions and revenges of the gods; the models created by these stories were 
not useful for government. Plato’s argument in favor of state censorship of 
the arts reveals clearly his political mission for education. Because men and 
women did not differ in their capacity for guardianship, even though they 
differed in their capacity to be soldiers, future guardians received equal 
education regardless of gender.4

Confucius (551 BCE–479 BCE), whose infl uence on Chinese thought 
was comparable to that of Socrates and Plato on Western thought, regarded 
morality as the most important subject of education (Zalta, 2006). In addi-
tion to morality, he taught proper speech, government, and the refi ned arts 
(ritual, music, archery, chariot riding, calligraphy, and computation). Natu-
ral understanding was not suffi cient to learn any subject; long and careful 
study was required. Study consisted of imitating the words and deeds of a 
good teacher familiar with past ways and ancient practices. Confucius was 
willing to teach any eager and tireless student regardless of social origin or 
standing. In the millennia since Confucius emphasized right behavior and 
transmitting the heritage of the past, these themes have recurred in subse-
quent discussions of educational goals in all parts of the world.

Buddhist monasteries in India and China served as schools, centers of 
higher learning, and refuges from persecution during the early centuries 
of the Buddhist religion (400 BCE–800 CE). Women and untouchables 
were permitted to join these Buddhist communities and to receive instruc-
tion there. Enlightenment was to be attained by means of the Middle Way 
between self-indulgent sensual pleasure and pointless self-torture. Enlight-
enment consisted in knowing the four Truths. The fourth Truth was a pro-
gram of training required to obtain an understanding of all of the Truths. 
This program, which may be viewed as the educational agenda of Buddhism, 
consisted of the Noble Eightfold Path: right views or right understanding, 
right intention or right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, 
right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration. This essentially 
ethical training required giving up a household life in favor of residence in a 
strictly regulated monastery. Although anyone, male or female of any caste, 
could aspire to enlightenment, only the monks and nuns of the monasteries 
were seen as having taken the necessary steps to achieve it. This educational 
system appeared to be open to all in principle but was elitist in practice.

Early Western Perspectives on the Goals of Education

Western perspectives have come to have a dominating infl uence in many, 
though not all, parts of the world. With the decline of feudalism, Protes-
tant Prussia and Catholic Austria initiated universal education as a conse-
quence of the rise of the concept of the individual (Salganik and Provasnik, 
Chapter 20, this volume). The leaders of the Protestant Reformation and 
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the Catholic Counter-Reformation in the sixteenth century sought to use 
schools to train their subjects to save their own souls and to be loyal to the 
state of their own volition. The goal of education was indoctrination in 
religious dogma that would generate piety and loyalty. After the end of the 
wars of religion, the religious importance of the state-supported schools 
declined and the political importance increased. States increasingly viewed 
universal education as an instrument to produce citizens with the motiva-
tion and skills required to serve the purposes of the state (initially militar-
ily; more recently, economically). For further elaboration of the history, see 
Benavot and Resnik (2006), Corrales (2006), and Rothstein and Jacobsen 
(Chapter 17, this volume).

Early Western treatises on education reveal changing views of the pur-
poses of education, from suiting students to the tasks of their class to prepar-
ing young adults for the workforce, from instilling moral and civic virtues 
in individuals to promoting democracy. All of these purposes continue to 
be present in discussions of educational goals today.

The English philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) argued that education 
should further the knowledge and morals useful for both the pupil and the 
community. Locke shared Plato’s assumption that different kinds of educa-
tion were appropriate for different social classes. Locke’s two later books on 
education described education for the elite and education for the working 
classes. His 1693 volume, entitled Some Thoughts Concerning Education, 
collected letters to a friend in England about how to educate the friend’s 
son. Locke suggested that elite education was for boys, not girls, and that 
good morals and good manners were more important than knowledge. Any 
knowledge taught should be usable and practical. As there were no schools 
at the time, instruction was by tutors, with the involvement of parents. In 
On Working Schools (1697), Locke wrote that education should teach chil-
dren of the masses to work, and to become useful and God-fearing people 
not dependent on charity so that they would not have to be supported by 
the upper classes.5

Some early American thinkers, following Locke, included moral and 
civic purposes among the goals of education as well as the fundamental 
skills of reading and computation. Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), for 
example, specifi ed the objects of primary education in his 1818 Report of 
the Commissioners for the University of Virginia:

The objects of this primary education . . . would be,
To give to every citizen the information he needs for the transaction 

of his own business;
To enable him to calculate for himself, and to express and preserve 

his ideas, his contracts and accounts, in writing;
To improve, by reading, his morals and faculties;
To understand his duties to his neighbors and country, and to dis-

charge with competence the functions confi ded to him by either;
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To know his rights; to exercise with order and justice those he re-
tains; to choose with discretion the fi duciary of those he delegates; and 
to notice their conduct with diligence, with candor, and judgment;

And, in general, to observe with intelligence and faithfulness all the 
social relations under which he shall be placed.

To instruct the mass of our citizens in these, their rights, interests 
and duties, as men and citizens, being then the objects of education 
in the primary schools, whether private or public, in them should be 
taught reading, writing and numerical arithmetic, the elements of men-
suration, (useful in so many callings,) and the outlines of geography 
and history. (p. 434 of the printed version)

In this report, “citizen” referred only to white males. Only citizens who 
owned enough property could vote at the time.

For Horace Mann (1796–1859), who promoted public education in 
Massachusetts before the Civil War, the “common school” had a purpose 
beyond teaching morals and basic knowledge. Mann saw the common 
school as an instrument to unify the diversity of Americans, create social 
harmony and promulgate common, non-sectarian values (Cremin, 1961). 
He thought that the schools would promote social harmony if state legis-
latures and local boards of education, rather than professional educators, 
assumed political control over the schools. Mann advocated putting con-
trol in lay hands because he believed that the public should be entrusted 
with the task of defi ning what would be taught in the common schools. 
He rejected private tutoring of individuals, as Locke had recommended 
for the elite of England. For Mann, the goal of unifying Americans could 
be achieved only by bringing together heterogeneous students in common 
schools. Mann recognized differences among children in interests and abil-
ities and advised that the lessons be adapted to such differences. To recon-
cile values of individuality with teaching children in groups, Mann called 
for self-control and self-discipline. Teaching children self-discipline was the 
common school’s way to prepare its students for freedom.

By 1860, the majority of states in the United States had public school 
systems. Free public education had been extended to secondary schools in a 
few states like Massachusetts, New York and Pennsylvania.

Educational reformers and leaders after the Civil War were guided by 
William Torrey Harris (1835–1909), superintendent of the St. Louis public 
schools, United States Commissioner of Education, founder of the Journal 
of Speculative Philosophy, and devotee of the German philosopher Georg 
Hegel. Harris conceived a purpose for common education even grander than 
Mann’s aim of social harmony. Harris saw the public school as the means of 
enabling all people to participate in civic and civilized life, a life of order, self-
discipline, civic loyalty, and respect for private property (Cremin, 1961).

Harris’s schools confi rmed a social order that Mann helped create and 
shape. Elementary schools were to stress discipline and orderly behavior 
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while giving mastery of the “fi ve windows of the soul,” as Harris called 
them: mathematics, geography, literature and art, grammar, and history. 
High schools and colleges were to concentrate on mathematics, languages, 
and the classics. The desired fi nal product was a reasoning person who 
exercised freedom in the context of his own civilization (Cremin, 1961). 
Harris emphasized order over freedom, work over play, effort over interest, 
prescription over election; he emphasized regularity, silence, and industry 
as the foundations of civil order. He strongly resisted demands for voca-
tional education and training for trade, setting the stage for the protests 
and educational reforms of the succeeding generation.

Vocational skills became an aim of education in some institutions, 
despite Harris. The Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876 emphasized 
the relation between education and the progress of the nation (Cremin, 
1961). An exhibit to demonstrate the teaching of the mechanical arts in the 
instructional workshops of the Moscow Imperial Technical School caught 
the attention of John D. Runkle, then president of the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology, who saw in it “the philosophical key to all industrial 
education” (Cremin, 1961, p. 25). By August 1876, the trustees of MIT 
established a School of Mechanic Arts for manual training of future work-
ers in industry.

Calvin M. Woodward of Washington University, St. Louis, adopted, 
generalized, and abstracted the ideas from Moscow and MIT. He created 
the Manual Training School of Washington University in 1879 as a three-
year secondary program that combined mental skills (mathematics, draw-
ing, science, languages, history, literature) and manual skills (carpentry, 
wood turning, patternmaking, iron chipping and fi ling, forge work, braz-
ing and soldering, and bench and machine work in metals). The emphasis 
was on education and principles rather than production and narrow skill. 
Woodward was critical of the existing educational system that trained only 
for the learned professions and neglected the working classes. In a famous 
phrase, Woodward urged schools: “Put the whole boy in school” (Cremin, 
1961, p. 28). The slogan echoed not only in the United States but through-
out Latin America through the reporting and writing on educational theory 
and pedagogy of José Martí (1853–1895), leader of the Cuban indepen-
dence movement of the late 1800s (Martí, 1979).

In the United States, opponents (with Harris) and proponents (with 
Woodward) debated the desirability of manual training hotly within the 
National Education Association. Meanwhile, manual training generalized 
to home-making in high school and to arts and crafts in elementary school 
(Cremin, 1961). A parallel confl ict developed at the end of the nineteenth 
and beginning of the twentieth century. The National Association of Manu-
facturers denounced organized labor’s opposition to trade education, while 
the American Federation of Labor favored apprenticeship under union 
control and opposed, initially, the mass training of competitors for union 
jobs as a result of cooperative arrangements between manufacturers and 
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school administrators. But from 1910 onward, the Federation proposed a 
bill for federal support of secondary-school instruction and teacher train-
ing in agriculture, home economics, and the trades. If vocational training 
would be offered, the Federation wanted to be involved in determining 
how it was offered.

From its founding in Philadelphia in 1857 to the end of World War I, 
the National Education Association was the meeting place and forum for 
leaders of American education from universities, colleges, academies, nor-
mal schools, and public primary schools, without distinction by level.6 The 
National Education Association’s 1918 report, Cardinal Principles of Sec-
ondary Education, was supported by representatives of the entire educa-
tional system. It listed seven aims: (a) health; (b) command of fundamental 
processes; (c) worthy home membership; (d) vocation; (e) civic education; 
(f) worthy use of leisure; and (g) ethical character. One twenty-fi rst-cen-
tury commentator wrote that this report “would become one of the most 
infl uential education documents of the twentieth century.” Another wrote: 
“The downfall and undoing of education in America can be said to have 
commenced upon the release and implementation of the Cardinal Principles 
here set forth and submitted for your disapproval.” At least in defi nition, 
if not in reality, the universal educational system in the United States came 
to embrace goals for work and for home, and for moral, intellectual, and 
civic life.

The leading educational thinker of the United States during the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century was John Dewey (1859–1952), founder of the 
Laboratory School at the University of Chicago and author of The School 
and Society (1899) and Democracy and Education (1916), among other 
infl uential works. Dewey, elected honorary life president of the National 
Education Association in 1932, believed that education could embrace mul-
tiple and changing aims as required by a changing society. Like Socrates 
as reported by Plato, Dewey rejected authoritarian teaching methods. Con-
trary to Plato, Dewey’s philosophy of instrumentalism held that truth has 
no reality apart from human purposes but is an instrument humans use 
to solve their problems. For Dewey, the problems that affect most people 
have educational priority: “The things which are socially most fundamen-
tal, that is, which have to do with experience in which the widest groups 
share, are the essentials. The things which represent the needs of special-
ized groups and technical pursuits are secondary” (Dewey, 1916, p. 225). 

Dewey devoted Chapter 8 of Democracy and Education to pointing out 
“the futility of trying to establish the aim of education—some one fi nal aim 
which subordinates all others to itself” (p. 225).

[S]ince general aims are but prospective points of view from which to 
survey the existing conditions and estimate their possibilities, we might 
have any number of them, all consistent with one another. As [a] matter 
of fact, a large number have been stated at different times, all having 
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great local value. For the statement of aim is a matter of emphasis at 
a given time. And we do not emphasize things which do not require 
emphasis . . . a given epoch or generation tends to emphasize in its 
conscious projections just the things which it has least of in actual fact 
(p. 225).

Some Recent Perspectives on the Goals of Education

In the second half of the twentieth century, the rise of international institu-
tions concerned with primary and secondary education led to confronta-
tions between Western educational thinking and the goals and values of 
some non-Western societies. The results were sometimes friction at points 
of contact and sometimes reluctance to engage in contact where friction 
would be expected to follow, especially in international institutions gov-
erned by consensus. These cross-cultural contacts stimulated some people 
to desire that education prepare people to deal with cross-cultural contacts 
and confl icts.

When international institutions did espouse educational goals, the goals 
were sometimes stated at a level of abstraction insuffi cient to guide action. 
I now examine this process in greater detail.

Carl Ransom Rogers (1902–1987), a theologian turned clinical and edu-
cational psychologist, was infl uenced by the writings of John Dewey. In 
1969, with explicit reference to the atmosphere of crisis in education pro-
duced by widespread confl icts over the Vietnam War, he described the goal 
of education as giving learners the capacity to adapt to continual change 
and to learn under conditions of freedom. He states his view of the goal of 
education in terms of the individual and of the society:

Here then is my theoretical model of the person who emerges from 
therapy or from the best of education, the individual who has experi-
enced optimal psychological growth—a person functioning freely in all 
the fullness of his organismic potentialities; a person who is depend-
able in being realistic, self-enhancing, socialized, and appropriate in 
his behavior; a creative person, whose specifi c formings of behavior are 
not easily predictable; a person who is ever changing, ever developing, 
always discovering himself and the newness in himself in each succeed-
ing moment of time. Let me stress, however, that what I have described 
is a person who does not exist. . . . What I have described is my version 
of the goal in its “pure” form (p. 295).

At the social level, Rogers wrote, “The goal of education must be to 
develop a society in which people can live more comfortably with change 
than with rigidity. In the coming world the capacity to face the new appro-
priately is more important than the ability to know and repeat the old” (p. 
295). This perspective contrasts diametrically with that of Confucius.
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Other recent defi nitions of educational goals have focused on the intel-
lectual, moral, and physical characteristics of the individuals shaped by the 
ideal education. Charles Slater (2005) proposed that students (and teach-
ers, parents, administrators, and staff) should be: (a) readers of literature; 
(b) poets whose words envision new ways of being; (c) writers who refl ect 
thoughtfully; (d) problem solvers who can use mathematics; (e) observers 
who sense the wonder of science; (f) citizens who study history and take 
action; (g) speakers of at least two languages who cross cultural borders; 
(h) workers who can create with their hands and use technology; (i) artists 
who sculpt, draw, or paint; (j) musicians who sing or play an instrument; 
(k) athletes who exercise for a lifetime; and (l) leaders who recognize the 
moral dimension.

The goals of Rogers and Slater touched tangentially on the role of edu-
cation in promoting cross-cultural understanding. That role was stressed 
above others when educational goals were discussed internationally. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which entered into force (in United 
Nations’ language) in 1990, proposed educational obligations in article 28 
and educational goals in article 29. All countries of the world have adopted 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child by ratifi cation, accession, or suc-
cession, except Somalia and the United States of America, which signed but 
had not ratifi ed it as of 9 June 2004.7 The Convention calls for universal 
primary education and encourages the development of “different forms of 
secondary education, including general and vocational education.” It also 
details the aims of education to which participating states have agreed:

 (a) The development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and 
physical abilities to their fullest potential;

 (b) The development of respect for human rights and fundamental free-
doms, and for the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United 
Nations;

 (c) The development of respect for the child’s parents, his or her own 
cultural identity, language and values, for the national values of the 
country in which the child is living, the country from which he or she 
may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own;

 (d) The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in 
the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and 
friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups 
and persons of indigenous origin;

 (e) The development of respect for the natural environment (United 
Nations, 1990, article 29).

However desirable these aims may appear to some eyes, their opera-
tional effect in primary and secondary education is often unclear. John 
Daniel, then head of the education sector at UNESCO and former rector of 
the Open University, wrote bluntly (Daniel, 2002):
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If declarations and exhortations alone could produce textbooks that 
are suffused with respect for human rights, universal values and funda-
mental freedoms[,] we should have got there a long time ago. Sadly, . . . 
Respect for human dignity and difference is in short supply in many 
parts of the world. UNESCO is frequently asked to prevent textbooks 
being vehicles for intolerance and hatred.

Textbooks in many countries present views of in-groups and out-groups 
that are controversial for some in-groups and some out-groups. Recent 
examples may be drawn from many countries, including Japan (Interna-
tional Movement Against All Forms of Discrimination and Racism Japan 
Committee, 2001; Onishi, 2006; Kyodo News, 2006), Bosnia and Herce-
govina (Low-Beer, 2001), Pakistan (Ansari, 2004; Sarwar, 2004), Croatia 
(Kovac, 2002), and Saudi Arabia (Shea, 2006). Such problems are serious 
wherever they occur.

For example, in Japan, a middle school teacher “was dismissed on 
March 31 [2006] from her position at a public school run by Tokyo’s Chi-
yoda Ward for describing a member of the Tokyo Metropolitan Assembly 
and a history text publisher as ‘history distorters’ last year. . . . The teacher 
believes remarks by the assembly member and the history textbook contra-
dict the government’s recognition of Japan’s wartime aggression, and that 
telling her students about them was therefore not inappropriate” (Kyodo 
News, 2006).

In another example, according to a report issued in May 2006 (summa-
rized by Shea and introduced by Ackerman, 2006),

. . . a study conducted in 2003 by former Saudi judge Sheikh Abd Al-
’Aziz Al-Qassem and Saudi author and journalist Ibrahim Al-Sakran, 
. . . examined three curricula for Saudi middle and high schools—Al-
Hadith, a general curriculum on Islamic traditions, Al-Fiqh, a curricu-
lum on matters of religious law and ritual, and Al-Tawhid, a curriculum 
on matters of belief. This study was presented at the Second Forum for 
National Dialogue, held in Saudi Arabia in late December 2003 un-
der the patronage of then-Crown Prince Abdallah Ibn Abd Al-’Aziz 
and published early the following year. It noted that the Kingdom’s 
religious studies curriculum “encourages violence toward others, and 
misguides the pupils into believing that in order to safeguard their own 
religion, they must violently repress and even physically eliminate the 
‘other’” (p. 8).

On May 18, 2006, the Saudi foreign minister, Prince Saud Al-Faisal, 
in a joint appearance in Washington, DC, with Secretary of State Con-
doleezza Rice, told journalists that Saudi Arabia had overhauled its text-
books. However, the Shea–Ackerman (2006) review of twelve textbooks8 
for Islamic studies published by the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia 
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and apparently in use during the 2005–2006 school year in Saudi Arabia 
and in Saudi-supported Islamic academies in other countries (including the 
United States) found that

. . .the Saudi government continues to propagate an ideology of hate to-
ward the “unbeliever,” which includes Christians, Jews, Shiites, Sufi s, 
Sunni Muslims who do not follow Wahhabi doctrine, Hindus, atheists 
and others. . . . We do not know with certainty what is taught on a 
daily basis in the Saudi schools. What we know is what these textbooks 
contain (Ackerman, 2006, pp. 8–9).

According to two American observers of Saudi Arabia (Bronson and 
Coleman, 2005), “over the longer term nothing will benefi t U.S.–Saudi 
relations more than tackling educational reform.” They referred to edu-
cational reform in Saudi Arabia. But these problems are limited neither 
to Saudi Arabia nor to Islam, nor are they universal in all parts of Saudi 
society or all parts of Islam.

In her 1961 doctoral dissertation at Saint Louis University, a Jesuit uni-
versity, Sister Rose Thering9 found that Catholic textbooks widely used in 
United States parochial schools calumniated Jews and Judaism (Thurber, 
2006). Her fi ndings were introduced in Catholic Church councils through 
Augustin Cardinal Bea and contributed to the Vatican’s pronouncement 
Nostra Aetate (Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Chris-
tian Religions) on October 28, 1965:

. . . what happened in [Christ’s] passion cannot be charged against all 
the Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today. 
Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be 
presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the 
Holy Scriptures. . . . Furthermore, in her rejection of every persecu-
tion against any man, the Church, mindful of the patrimony she shares 
with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but by the Gospel’s 
spiritual love, decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, 
directed against Jews at any time and by anyone.10

This pronouncement called for the reversal of the Church’s then-standard 
teaching of hostility toward Jews, a reversal that required substantial 
rethinking within the Church and among some of its followers (Carroll, 
2001, pp. 41, 568, and elsewhere).

Like the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the report to UNESCO 
of the International Commission on Education for the Twenty-fi rst Cen-
tury, Learning: The Treasure Within (henceforth the Delors report; 
Delors, et al., 1996), affi rms the role that education should play in pro-
moting cross-cultural understanding. The report was chaired by Jacques 
Delors, former President of the European Commission (1985–1995) and 
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former French Minister of Economy and Finance. Its opening chapter 
asserts:

We must be guided by the Utopian aim of steering the world towards 
greater mutual understanding, a greater sense of responsibility and 
greater solidarity, through acceptance of our spiritual and cultural dif-
ferences. Education, by providing access to knowledge for all, has pre-
cisely this universal task of helping people to understand the world and 
to understand others (Delors, et al., 1996, p. 34).

The report describes “four pillars of learning”:

learning to know, by combining a suffi ciently broad general knowl-• 
edge with the opportunity to work in depth on a small number of 
subjects. This also means learning to learn, so as to benefi t from the 
opportunities education provides throughout life.
learning to do, in order to acquire not only an occupational skill but • 
also, more broadly, the competence to deal with many situations and 
work in teams. It also means learning to do in the context of young 
peoples’ various social and work experiences which may be infor-
mal, as a result of the local or national context, or formal, involving 
courses, alternating study and work.
learning to live with others, by developing an understanding of • 
other people and an appreciation of interdependence—carrying 
out joint projects and learning to manage confl icts—in a spirit 
of respect for the values of pluralism, mutual understanding and 
peace.
learning to be, so as better to develop one’s personality and be • 
able to act with ever greater autonomy, judgment and personal 
responsibility. In that connection, education must not disregard 
any aspect of a person’s potential: memory, reasoning, aesthetic 
sense, physical capacities and communication skills (Delors, et al., 
1996, p. 37).

The Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Delors report indi-
cate an international consensus that education could serve international 
political purposes, a belief shared by some scholars of education. Martha 
Nussbaum elaborated a “model of education for democratic citizenship” 
(Nussbaum, 1997; I rely here on her summary in Nussbaum, 2005, p. 
4). She proposed that three capacities are essential for such citizenship: 
fi rst, “the capacity for critical examination of oneself and one’s tradi-
tions”; second, “an ability [for children] to see themselves as not simply 
citizens of some local region or group but also, and above all, as human 
beings bound to all other human beings by ties of recognition and con-
cern”; and third, “narrative imagination . . . to think what it might be 
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like to be in the shoes of a person different from oneself, to be an intel-
ligent reader of that person’s story, and to understand the emotions and 
wishes and desires that someone so placed might have” (p. 7).

As Nussbaum pointed out, each of these capacities is related to the idea 
of freedom, a key to successful democratic societies:

At the heart of all three . . . capacities is the idea of freedom: the free-
dom of the child’s mind to engage critically with tradition; the free-
dom to imagine citizenship in both national and world terms, and to 
negotiate multiple allegiances with knowledge and confi dence; the 
freedom to reach out in the imagination, allowing another person’s 
experience into oneself (2005, p. 9).

Nussbaum illustrated the desired freedoms with anecdotal compari-
sons of non-governmental and governmental schools in India. In some 
democracies, people who practice the freedoms that she advocated may 
be vulnerable to others with greater power who may have different 
interests. For example, in nominally democratic Indian villages with 
highly unequal distributions of wealth and power, wealthy landowners 
may not always respond kindly or justly to children who exercise too 
vocally their school-taught freedoms. How to survive with dignity and 
integrity in the face of hostile power may be a useful skill along with 
the three freedoms Nussbaum identifi ed as appropriate for an equitable 
democracy.

In the United States of America, educational goals have received insuf-
fi cient attention in the view of some critics, and too much thoughtless 
attention in the view of other critics. In 1994, President William J. Clinton 
signed into law the “Goals 2000: Educate America Act” (P.L. 103–227). 
In this law, Congress added two educational goals to six goals adopted in 
1989 by President George H. W. Bush and U.S. governors. According to 
the Act,11 by the year 2000:

 1. All children in America will start school ready to learn.
 2. The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90 

percent.
 3. All students will leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having demonstrated 

competency over challenging subject matter including English, 
mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics and government, 
economics, the arts, history, and geography, and every school 
in America will ensure that all students learn to use their minds 
well, so they may be prepared for responsible citizenship, fur-
ther learning, and productive employment in our nation’s modern 
economy.

 4. United States students will be fi rst in the world in mathematics and 
science achievement.
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 5. Every adult American will be literate and will possess the knowledge 
and skills necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise the 
rights and responsibilities of citizenship.

 6. Every school in the United States will be free of drugs, violence, and 
the unauthorized presence of fi rearms and alcohol and will offer a 
disciplined environment conducive to learning.

 7. The nation’s teaching force will have access to programs for the con-
tinued improvement of their professional skills and the opportunity 
to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to instruct and prepare all 
American students for the next century.

 8. Every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental 
involvement and participation in promoting the social, emotional, 
and academic growth of children.

Richard Rothstein wrote in 1999:

We can now declare defeat, having fl unked all eight goals we were to 
reach by the millennium. . . . Some “Goals 2000” were ridiculous in 
the fi rst place. Others required substantial resources to accomplish, 
and these were not provided. Still others required far more than 11 
years to achieve. . . . Policy makers’ lack of candor about the irrespon-
sible way the goals were set can breed local educators’ contempt for the 
entire standards movement.

A contrast with an excess of unachievable or inadequately funded edu-
cational goals is an absence of educational goals. According to the United 
States Department of Education,12 “On Jan. 8, 2002, President George W. 
Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (P.L. 107–110) into law 
with overwhelming bipartisan support. . . . No Child Left Behind ensures 
accountability and fl exibility as well as increased federal support for edu-
cation.” The announced “four pillars” of NCLB are described as “stron-
ger accountability for results, more freedom for states and communities, 
proven education methods, and more choices for parents.” Educator Nel 
Noddings (2005) criticized NCLB for its broad “failure to address, or even 
ask, the basic questions . . . : What are the proper aims of education? How 
do public schools serve a democratic society? What does it mean to educate 
the whole child?” (p. 8).

Noddings argued that educational policy in the United States failed to 
address signifi cant social needs by not considering goals beyond literacy 
and numeracy. She wrote, “Unfortunately, public policy in the United 
States today concentrates on just one of the Cardinal Principles proposed 
by NEA in 1918: ‘command of the fundamental processes.’ Although read-
ing and math are important, we need to promote competence in these sub-
jects while also promoting our other aims [the NEA aims listed earlier in 
this chapter]” (2005, p. 11). Noddings noted that broadening educational 
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policies to include the other NEA aims could address school-level and 
national concerns:

We will not fi nd the solution to problems of violence, alienation, ig-
norance, and unhappiness in increasing our security apparatus, im-
posing more tests, punishing schools for their failure to produce 100 
percent profi ciency, or demanding that teachers be knowledgeable 
in “the subjects they teach.” Instead, we must allow teachers and 
students to interact as whole persons, and we must develop policies 
that treat the school as a whole community. The future of both our 
children and our democracy depend on our moving in this direction 
(Noddings, 2005, p. 13).

Elliot Eisner (2005), in an article immediately following that by Nel 
Noddings, agreed with her on the importance of holistic education. He 
proposed that “Our schools, teachers, and students might be a lot better 
off if schools embraced the idea that education means learning what to 
do when you don’t know what to do” (p. 17). He proposed a return to 
the vision of education for “the whole child” provided by the progressive 
education movement (see Calvin Woodward’s contribution, mentioned 
earlier). He pointed out that this approach had implications not only for 
methods of teaching and for content, but also for assessment. He argued 
that where education addressed the needs of the whole child, “assessment 
should . . . be concerned about more than the measurable. Not everything 
that matters is measurable, and not everything that is measurable mat-
ters. . . .the social and emotional life of the child needs to be as much 
a priority as measured academic achievement—perhaps an even greater 
priority” (Eisner, 2005, p. 18).

The distinguished psychologist Howard Gardner proposed his own 
ambitious goals for basic and secondary education (Gardner, 2001) and 
tertiary education (Gardner, 2005).

Many of the debates over the goals of education in the second half 
of the twentieth century could have taken place in the second half of 
the nineteenth century with only small changes. Where late nineteenth-
century educational thinkers wanted public schools in America to build a 
tolerant civil society from the diverse immigrant and native cultures gath-
ered in the United States, many late twentieth-century educational think-
ers wanted schools, public and private, all over the world to build tolerant 
civil societies everywhere. The change from the nineteenth to the twenti-
eth centuries was that the tolerance was expected to extend across wider 
cultural and geographical gaps. At the same time, the debates between 
technical education for specifi c skills versus education of the whole child 
continued. The change from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries was 
that new technical skills were required, especially those related to the 
handling of information and the provision of services and collaborating 
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with culturally diverse co-workers. The continuing strands of discussion 
from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are refl ected in the chapters 
in this book.

PERSPECTIVES ON THE GOALS OF EDUCATION 
FROM THE UNIVERSAL BASIC AND SECONDARY 
EDUCATION (UBASE) PROJECT

The chapters in this volume were commissioned to address the question 
“What should be the goals of basic and secondary education of high qual-
ity?” Diverse themes emerged in the answers. The chapters are organized 
under seven broad headings, though few of these chapters fi t neatly into 
just one of these categories: educational goals for tomorrow’s society; edu-
cational priorities in poor countries; empowering children through art and 
science; the special role of skepticism as a universal educational goal; edu-
cating global citizens; defi ning educational quality as a basis for educa-
tional policy; and perspectives on assessment and educational goals. This 
ordering is one of many ways of organizing these chapters. Moreover, few 
if any of the topics presented here are comprehensively addressed. Our pur-
pose was to initiate an international examination of the goals of education 
in hopes of providing a starting point for further investigation. If this book 
succeeds in its aim of stimulating additional discussions of the goals of 
universal basic and secondary education, it is to be hoped that other, still 
richer ways of structuring the issues will emerge.

Educational Goals for Tomorrow’s Society

Several chapters acknowledge that yesterday’s goals—and yesterday’s means 
for pursuing them—may not be appropriate for tomorrow’s world. Kai-
ming Cheng (Chapter 2) discusses education to enable students to under-
stand and participate gainfully in the increasingly globalized economy of 
the twenty-fi rst century. For him, a principal educational goal is to enhance 
economic and work-related success. Cheng argues that if people are not 
educated for the world economy, then they are excluded from the benefi ts of 
the world economy. Education has to respond to the needs of the economy, 
and those needs include technical skills as well as skills in teamwork. The 
world economy requires students who know how to negotiate with people 
and how to specialize while also being aware of the bigger picture. Cheng 
paints a rich picture of what it takes to survive in the world economy.

Kishore Mahbubani (Chapter 3) argues that “The huge challenge for 
the twenty-fi rst century will be to weave in some universal elements that 
will remind children all over the world that they belong to a single com-
mon humanity. . . . [O]ne key stream of Western civilization, the spirit of 
Socrates, could well provide some key universal threads to weave humanity 
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together” (p. 67). Mahbubani here suggests that the pedagogical methods 
of Socrates—the questioning, the critical reasoning—may be a more impor-
tant legacy for education in the twenty-fi rst century than the political and 
philosophical agenda of Socrates’ scribe and interpreter, Plato.

Mahbubani’s perspective on China’s principal educational need in the 
coming century—namely, cosmopolitanism rather than Sinocentrism—
complements and reinforces (but for very different reasons) the emphasis 
of Kai-ming Cheng on giving all students, including Chinese, the capacity 
to engage productively in the world economy. Mahbubani suggests that 
changing the methods of the Chinese educational system is essential, not 
because it will better prepare students for the world economy, but because 
it will promote international understanding. Mahbubani suggests that 
“Traditional Islamic education has suffered from the same handicap as tra-
ditional Chinese education: an emphasis on rote learning. Just as China 
will have to rise to the challenge of the twenty-fi rst century by introducing 
a heavier emphasis on questioning and critical reasoning in its educational 
system, the Islamic world will have to do the same” (p. 68). Mahbubani 
warns “educational policymakers that if we enter the twenty-fi rst century 
on auto-pilot using existing conventional wisdom, we may be delivering a 
prescription for both misunderstanding and disharmony” (p. 71).

William K. Cummings (Chapter 4) observes that because education on 
the recent Western model (with school buildings, teachers, textbooks and 
other equipment) has become increasingly expensive and because transna-
tional entities failed suffi ciently to share the costs of the educational models 
they asked the developing countries to emulate, the willingness of develop-
ing countries to accept the Western educational model with all its expenses 
has declined while the educational ambitions of developing countries have 
increased. A comparison of national educational plans in 2001 with those 
of 1982 shows that governments now want to eradicate illiteracy rather 
than merely extend literacy, want education to reduce specifi c inequalities 
(gender, regional, rural-urban, poverty, and historical injustices), view tech-
nology both as an asset for learning and as a means for social development, 
and emphasize promoting values through education such as democracy, 
religiosity, and tolerance—but also national unity and the need to counter 
extremism and terrorism.

Cummings envisions a future of education in which computer-assisted 
technology takes over many of the duties and burdens of teaching “such as 
the presentation of materials, the facilitation of exercises, the evaluation 
of student performance, and the analysis of student learning diffi culties” 
(p. 78). He argues that “there are ways to design education that reduce 
dependence on the modern props of school buildings, the uniform cur-
riculum, textbooks, trained teachers, and one-time national examinations. 
Focusing on the goals of education as contrasted with the modern means 
is the key to the elaboration of these possibilities. Educational technology 
opens up many of these possibilities” (p. 79).
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Educational Priorities in Poor Countries

Determining educational priorities in poor countries, particularly those 
in Africa and South Asia, raises daunting challenges. Describing the 
daily struggle of a typical ten-year-old West African girl, who lives in 
a village 5 kilometers from the nearest school, Beryl Levinger (Chapter 
5) defi nes an education of quality as an education that “enable[s] learn-
ers to dramatically surpass the full range of limitations imposed by the 
circumstances of their birth” (p. 87). Such an education is the key to 
disrupting cycles of poverty in developing countries. If the billion people 
or more who live on less than one U.S. dollar per day are to earn a living, 
protect their environment, contribute to family life, and be enlightened 
citizens, they

will need the instrumental skills of reading, writing, and basic compu-
tation as well as content-driven knowledge in the natural sciences, so-
cial studies, health, and nutrition. But [their] education must also focus 
on . . . values, processes, and attitudes. Three building blocks that form 
the core of “quality education” lie within this realm[:] metacognitive 
skills that contribute to the transfer of knowledge and to the solution 
of novel problems. . . . skills that prepare learners to avail themselves 
of development opportunities. . . . [and] processes that add to the store 
of social capital in the community (pp. 84–86).

Education must enable poor children and their cities and nations to inte-
grate into the world economy, she argues. Thus she links personal capaci-
ties and economic consequences.

Nigerian schoolmaster Bala Ahmed (Chapter 6) reports that the leader-
ship of UNESCO and the support of international donors have redirected 
the aims of education toward participation in society, particularly in the 
workforce. Ahmed writes that the goals of universal primary and second-
ary education have been extended beyond reading, writing, and teaching 
of morals to include life skills. He mentions four specifi c skills: the ability 
to communicate in both Arabic and English; the ability to keep records of 
events in both Arabic and English; preparation to qualify Islamiyya pri-
mary and secondary school leavers for employment as teachers, judges, 
agriculturists, and in other relevant professions; and knowledge of trade 
and commerce.

Ahmed lists eighteen specifi c and pragmatic measures to ensure a basic 
and secondary education of high quality in Nigerian Islamiyya schools. 
These measures include the adoption of standard curricula, secure class-
rooms, hygienic bathrooms, clean drinking water, nutritious food, teacher 
training, and compensation. The task of meeting these prerequisites must 
be shared, he says, by governmental and religious authorities, parents, 
teachers, and local communities.
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Camer Vellani (Chapter 7) describes an encounter he had with a seven-
teen-year-old boy from Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province. The boy 
perceived insurmountable political, economic, and cultural barriers to his 
professional advancement, despite having completed ten years of schooling. 
Acknowledging the powerful infl uence of social environment, Vellani looks 
beyond economic circumstance and stresses the importance of nurturing 
learning ability, a crucial property of the brain developed during infancy 
and early childhood, when it is affected by nutrition, health, and the stimuli 
provided by the social environment (Young, 2002). In one study of the 
development of 1,200 children aged zero to three years in urban and rural 
Sindh (B. Iqbal, 2003, unpublished data), the proportion of children in their 
fi rst, second, and third years of life who had delayed psychomotor devel-
opment increased from 14 percent to 22 percent to 37 percent, associated 
statistically with various elements of the social environment. Since psycho-
motor performance refl ects development of the brain and nervous system, 
the delay in development of higher orders of function of the nervous system 
in almost two children in fi ve by the age of three years is astonishing.

Vellani proposes the goals of basic and secondary education broadly as 
an understanding of “one’s . . . identity in a global context” (p. 99), acquisi-
tion of “attitudes and skills that are relevant to responsible citizenship” (p. 
99), and moral reasoning. He concludes that “perspectives on the purposes 
of education should be broadened to consider a holistic, interdependent 
view of human development, encompassing early childhood and develop-
ment of society. No investment in formal education alone will reverse long-
term limitations in learning, health, and behavior that are established in the 
early stages of life as a result of insuffi cient child nurture” (p. 103).

Vimala Ramachandran (Chapter 8) examines the inadequate access to 
and quality of primary and secondary schooling in India. She argues that 
educational quality is at the heart of India’s national struggle for equality 
and justice. She writes, “There is an urgent need to re-imagine education, 
overhaul the system and link education to life, livelihood, peace and social 
justice. While striving for equality, the education system should respond to 
aspirations and opportunities while enhancing choices. . . . The education 
system should have the depth as well as the range to span different worlds 
that people live in and also create bridges” (p. 108).

Empowering Children through Art and Science

Many educators have argued for a long time that education in the arts can 
be a very important ingredient of an education as a working example of 
integrating knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values (Eisner, 2002; Read, 
1943). Madrazo (Chapter 9) presents one example of how it has been pos-
sible to bring the goals of integral education with the dia (Development of 
Intelligence through Art) program to more than thirteen thousand class-
rooms in Mexican schools in the last decade, providing teachers with useful 
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and specifi c tools as they develop the necessary didactic abilities to become 
mediators who can focus on their students’ affective, social, communica-
tive, and cognitive abilities. Because all humans have an immense inner 
potential to feel and think, to integrate and balance these two fundamental 
elements, art is an excellent stimulus for human development in other con-
texts (besides schools). Madrazo writes, “Since 1999 we have worked with 
underprivileged groups such as life-term prisoners, children with Down 
syndrome, indigenous communities, migrant workers and homeless chil-
dren. In these spaces, new questions emerge along with new possibilities for 
mediating through art” (p. 123).

My Chapter 10 emphasizes that nurture is physical, intellectual, and 
emotional. I propose that basic and secondary education should support 
making a bigger pie (better technology), bringing fewer forks to the table 
(lower fertility, rational consumption), and practicing better manners (less 
violence, less corruption, fewer barriers to economic rationality, more 
equity within and between societies, and more acceptance of other societ-
ies and cultures) by cultivating the intellectual and emotional capacities of 
all children. On the intellectual side, sophisticated primary and secondary 
education in the arts and sciences offers substantive, developmental, civic, 
and personal benefi ts. On the emotional side, love is a crucial ingredient 
of the inputs, processes, and results of education. In agreement with the 
recommendations of Charfi  and Redissi, I stress the importance of provid-
ing children with at least two different perspectives—for example, two 
languages, intimacy with the arts and sciences, differing religious tradi-
tions—to give depth and contrast to children’s understanding of the world. 
The educational importance of binocular vision precedes and extends 
beyond formal education.

The Special Role of Skepticism as a Universal Educational Goal

James Carroll (Chapter 11) distinguishes two meanings of universal: one 
imperial and imposing, the other inclusive, tolerant, and endlessly skepti-
cal even of itself. His chapter shows that confl icts arising from claims of 
universality have affl icted the Abrahamic religions for not less than the last 
two millennia and recognizes that some of the same confl icts arise with 
respect to the pursuit of universal education. To avoid “the pitfalls that 
that have turned previous efforts at ‘universal’ education into exercises, 
however nobly defi ned, of imperial triumphalism” (p. 144), Carroll writes, 
it is necessary to acknowledge that the ideal of universality is itself prob-
lematic. Such an approach to universal education would be “consistently 
self-critical, aware of the implications of power,” and focused on teaching 
“intellectual humility” (p. 144).

Mohamed Charfi  and Hamadi Redissi (Chapter 12) describe the strug-
gle over educational goals in the Arab-Muslim world. In balancing secular 
versus religious values in the curriculum of the Arab world, they argue that 
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education must enable people to read their sacred texts along with the texts 
of Freud and Darwin, to think critically about the texts and the history of 
their own culture, and to incorporate into their own worldview the world-
views of others and initiate a conversation. They write that if a society is 
going to coexist with other societies, critical thinking about one’s own and 
other cultures is necessary. They ask that students become citizens of their 
own culture and of the world.

Deborah Meier (Chapter 13), an outspoken critic of state-mandated 
standards and tests, argues that the purpose of basic and secondary educa-
tion is to prepare students to use their minds for democratic governance, 
specifi cally “to develop in our young strong democratic habits of heart and 
mind—appropriate intellectual skepticism and informed empathy for oth-
ers unlike ourselves” (p. 178). With John Dewey, she recommends: “[E]very 
potential voter needs the education that was once reserved for the ruling 
classes . . . people [should] see school as a tool for enlarging the intellectual 
. . . life of our citizens, as, above all, the place where everything must be 
justifi ed by how it prepares people to be decision-makers in the larger soci-
ety, how it allows them to join the debate on the future of their community, 
state, nation and planet. . . . That most of these habits may be useful in the 
job market is at best a lucky coincidence. If it fails the latter test, then we 
need to insist that K–12 schooling is not the place to make it up” (p. 177). 
“. . . The litmus test of each and every reform is whether it provides more, 
not fewer, opportunities for the adults who surround kids to be taken seri-
ously, to exercise judgment, to show off knowledge in public settings, and 
to bear witness to the problems of democratic decision making. The litmus 
test of good reforms is whether they encourage respect for the power of 
one’s own and other people’s ideas” (p. 179).

Educating Global Citizens

Globalization’s consequences for education are not only economic and ped-
agogical, as Cheng and Mahbubani emphasize, but also political and social. 
Fernando Reimers argues that schools should teach global civility: to toler-
ate and appreciate individual and cultural diversity and to settle confl icts 
through peaceful negotiation. For Reimers (Chapter 14), global civility 
competes with three other contenders to be the principal goal of educa-
tion: economic competitiveness, nationalism, and local relevance (religious, 
cultural, or political). Global civility renders its adherents vulnerable to 
those who are more belligerent and aggressive unless this goal is promoted 
universally or nearly so. Hence, the cooperation of an appropriate transna-
tional organization would facilitate the widespread simultaneous adoption 
of global civility as a goal. UNESCO, originally chartered to promote the 
teaching of global civility, instead devoted its energies to promoting literacy 
and access to school. The World Bank’s agenda for education is to pro-
mote economic competitiveness and reduce poverty, not to promote global 
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civility. A promising avenue is to scale up successful local efforts that now 
educate children for global civility. By building suffi cient grassroots sup-
port among individuals and institutions, it may eventually be possible to 
engage the support of governments and international institutions.

Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco (Chapter 15) proposes a program of research 
to improve understanding of how to prepare children to engage globaliza-
tion. Like Cheng, he focuses on the effects of globalization on education, 
but emphasizes the cultural as much as the economic consequences of glo-
balization. He suggests that globalization requires successful children in 
the twenty-fi rst century to have “(a) . . . autonomy and creativity of thought 
and the capacity to work with others on complex problems that often cut 
across disciplinary traditions; (b) the ability to communicate and under-
stand others across cultural boundaries; and (c) the development of hybrid 
identities indexed by the ability to navigate across discontinuous or incom-
mensurable linguistic and epistemic systems” (p. 208).

Suárez-Orozco calls for research on several areas of interaction between 
globalization and basic and secondary education. For example, migratory 
fl ows of unprecedented magnitude “. . .generate new identities and ways of 
belonging. How would reforming education in Arab countries be relevant 
to the seven million Muslims being educated in Europe today?” (p. 209).

Defi ning Educational Quality as a Basis for Educational Policy

Increasing access to education has been a long-standing goal of national and 
international agencies that fund and provide education. Access is relatively 
easy to defi ne as a target, though achieving that goal has eluded the world 
for decades. Far more diffi cult, and increasingly crucial, is defi ning what 
is meant by educational quality. Mary Joy Pigozzi (Chapter 18) provides 
a perspective from UNESCO on the goal of improving educational qual-
ity. Each school, in her account, includes individual learners, teachers and 
administrators, and schools collectively constitute a system. Pigozzi spells 
out ten dimensions—fi ve system-related—required for a country to provide 
an education of high quality for all its children. Her fi rst fi ve suggestions 
are administrative or organizational goals that are focused on learners. 
They include seeking out learners; responding to what the learner brings 
from experience and endowment; providing a safe environment; providing 
appropriate content; and recognizing that the processes of education are 
part of the learner’s education. Her second fi ve suggestions focus on the 
educational system. They include structuring management and administra-
tion around the learner with fair, transparent and approachable procedures 
implemented by responsive people; communicating educational policies to 
the classroom, supporting the policies by mechanisms of implementation, 
and coordinating educational policies with policies in other sectors of the 
society; facilitating changes in the education system through an enabling 
legislative framework; providing resources of money, human capability, 
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and time; and monitoring educational outcomes and attuning monitoring 
more closely to the evolving goals of education.

Laura Salganik and Stephen Provasnik (Chapter 20) take a Western per-
spective elaborately developed under the auspices of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). They suggest that “a 
successful life and a well-functioning society” are universal goals; “a suc-
cessful life” includes individual fulfi llment and economic suffi ciency, while 
“a well-functioning society” includes political and economic functioning 
of the society.

The OECD’s project on the defi nition and selection of key competen-
cies (Rychen and Salganik, 2001, 2003) asked, “What competencies do we 
need for a successful life and a well-functioning society?” Here, “we” refers 
to individuals in OECD countries, but Salganik and Provasnik argue that 
their conclusions apply equally to individuals in developing and transitional 
countries. According to the project, “Each key competency must: contrib-
ute to valued outcomes for societies and individuals; help individuals meet 
important demands in a wide variety of contexts; and be important not just 
for specialists but for all individuals” (OECD DeSeCo Project, 2005, p. 4). 
As defi ned by the OECD, “competencies [are] understood to cover knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes and values” (OECD DeSeCo Project, 2005, p. 4).

Individuals (regardless of age, but beginning in primary school and 
continuing through secondary school and adulthood) should acquire com-
petence in three broad areas. They should be able to (a) “use . . . tools 
for interacting effectively with the environment: both physical ones such 
as information technology and socio-cultural ones such as the use of lan-
guage. [They] need to understand such tools well enough to adapt them for 
their own purposes—to use tools interactively”; (b) “engage with others 
. . . from a range of backgrounds . . . in heterogeneous groups”; and (c) 
“take responsibility for managing their own lives, situate their lives in the 
broader social context and act autonomously” (OECD DeSeCo Project, 
2005, p. 5).

These competencies contribute to individual capability. Whether 
increased individual capability leads to individual fulfi llment and supports 
societal goals of education depends on political, economic, and social cir-
cumstances. Under favorable circumstances, individual competencies are 
likely to contribute to economic self-suffi ciency for the individual and pros-
perity for the society. Under unfavorable circumstances, individual com-
petencies may confl ict with national political goals (e.g., Romania under 
Ceausescu, the Chinese Cultural Revolution, and Prussia under militarism). 
A recent review of the evidence (Hannum and Buchmann, 2006) found

. . . considerable controversy surrounding the effects of educational 
expansion on the democratization of societies, though expansions of 
primary and secondary education are likely to improve the informed 
citizenship of individuals. . . . democratization, perhaps more so than 
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other outcomes, may hinge directly on the hard-to-measure content 
of education. . . . the consequences of expanding universal basic and 
secondary education for political democratization remain an empirical 
question (p. 522).

George M. Ingram (Chapter 19) reviews many diverse proposals (includ-
ing UNICEF’s and UNESCO’s) about “what is required to produce an 
education of quality” (p. 248). If any theme is common to all the propos-
als for what constitutes an education of quality, Ingram suggests, “it is 
the concept that education should prepare a student to be a constructive, 
contributing member of society by delivering a minimum quality of com-
petence in literacy, numeracy, life skills, and problem solving. . . . Many 
educational systems also are expected to deliver values, but there is a wide 
range of differences in what those values should be” (p. 248). Ingram notes 
that education of high quality has yet to be defi ned for hard-to-reach and 
very poor populations.

Perspectives on Assessment and Educational Goals

Ana Carolina Letichevsky (Chapter 16) describes how evaluation is help-
ing to improve primary and secondary education in Brazil, raising ques-
tions and challenges that apply much more broadly. Although educational 
evaluations originally focused on the performance of individual students, 
evaluation is now used to create and implement new educational policies, 
to estimate the profi ciency of students, to improve educational processes 
and schools, and to justify education to society. Brazil has made strenu-
ous efforts to use evaluations, not to punish or reward, but to aid learners 
in identifying their own educational strengths and educational defi ciencies 
with a view to further learning.

Richard Rothstein and Rebecca Jacobsen (Chapter 17) examine the 
shortcomings of educational assessments in the United States. They com-
pared what four samples of Americans say they want education to achieve 
with what the school system is being required to achieve by recent legisla-
tion. The announced goals of samples of adults, school board members, 
state legislators, and school superintendents were surprisingly consistent 
across all four groups and were much broader than basic academic skills in 
core subjects, such as reading, writing, mathematics, and knowledge of sci-
ence and history. Most individuals surveyed gave weight to critical thinking 
and problem solving, social skills and work ethic, citizenship and commu-
nity responsibility, physical and emotional health, the arts and literature, 
and preparation for skilled work that does not require a college degree. 
Rothstein and Jacobsen conclude, “This gap between the preferences for 
educational goals expressed in our survey and the educational standards 
established through political processes refl ects a widespread policy incoher-
ence” (p. 231). According to Rothstein and Jacobsen, schools are sacrifi cing 
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history, civics, science, the arts, literature, physical education, social stud-
ies, and civics in favor of reading and arithmetic in efforts to meet the stan-
dards imposed by the tests. They report that the sacrifi ce of educational 
breadth is greater in schools with large proportions of poor and minority 
groups than in schools for the wealthy and the white.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

I began with a set of questions. The chapters in this book address mainly 
the fi rst two: What should be the goals of basic and secondary education of 
high quality? Which, if any, of these goals should be universal? Still mostly 
unanswered are the remaining questions: What does “universal” mean? 
What happens when educational goals confl ict? What are the meanings 
of “high quality” in basic and secondary education? Who decides these 
questions, and by what process do they decide? How should the quality of 
decisions about educational goals be evaluated? These questions deserve 
discussion and answers.

Discussions of these questions would benefi t from empirical research 
into why different educational systems are more or less effective in meet-
ing the explicit aims and purposes they have set for themselves and into 
the conditions (organizational, legal, and political) that enable specifi c 
educational goals to be met. Comparing goals, achievements, and assess-
ments case by case, country by country, is a massive undertaking for the 
future. Globally, setting targets and tracking achievements is an explicit 
function of UNESCO’s yearly EFA (Education for All) Global Monitor-
ing Report (e.g., UNESCO, 2005). However, the targets to date have been 
more concerned with enrollment, attendance, and completion of schooling 
than with the aims, content, and quality of education offered.

The original proposal for the UBASE project called for an integrated 
working group on the goals and assessment of efforts toward universal 
education. Only discussions of assessments (Bettinger, 2006; Braun and 
Kanjee, 2006; Kremer, 2006) appeared in the initial volume of the UBASE 
project (Cohen, Bloom, and Malin, 2006). The present volume was organ-
ized to initiate a response to the diffi cult challenge of setting targets for 
content and quality.
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NOTES

 1. PISA, 2006—List of Participating Countries, http://www.pisa.oecd.org/do
cument/13/0,2340,en_32252351_32236225_33666189_1_1_1_1,00.html 
(accessed February 1, 2006).

 2. PISA Defi nitions. www.pisa.oecd.org
 3. Ibid.
 4. For a digital version of Plato’s Republic (Book II and Book III), see http://

www.philosophypages.com/hy/2g.htm; http://www.ilt.columbia.edu/publi-
cations/Projects/digitexts/plato/the_republic/book02.html; http://www.ilt.
columbia.edu/publications/Projects/digitexts/plato/the_republic/book03.
html.

 5. http://www.socsci.kun.nl /ped/whp/histeduc/locke/locke_intro.html; 
http://www.ilt.columbia.edu/publications/digitext.html

 6. http://www2.nea.org/he/roots.html (accessed October, 16 2006).
 7. http://www.unhchr.ch/pdf/report.pdf (accessed June 11, 2006).
 8. For excerpts from Saudi Ministry of Education Textbooks for Islamic Stud-

ies: Arabic with English Translation, see Center for Religious Freedom of 
Freedom House with the Institute for Gulf Affairs (2006).

 9. “Sister Rose Thering” (2006, July 19). In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Sister_Rose_Thering&oldid= 
64572060 (accessed July 28, 2006).

 10. See “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions 
Nostra Aetate,” http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_
council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html (accessed 
July 27, 2008).

 11. For Sec. 102. National Education Goals, see http://www.ed.gov/legislation/
GOALS2000/TheAct/sec102.html (accessed June 24, 2008).

 12. http://www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/intro/guide/guide_pg12.html#history 
(accessed January 4, 2006).
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