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In April, the Academy released
four new publications in its Oc-
casional Paper series. These papers,
which consider various aspects
of the costs, means, and conse-
quences of providing education
to all children ages 6 through 16,
present ½ndings of the Acad-
emy’s project on Universal Basic
and Secondary Education
(ubase).

In 2001, Fellows Joel E. Cohen
(Rockefeller and Columbia Uni-
versities) and David E. Bloom
(Harvard University) formally
proposed an Academy project
that would consider the role that
primary and secondary education
might play in creating positive
global change. With generous
funding from the William and
Flora Hewlett Foundation, the
Academy, and a number of in-
dividual donors, they gathered
scholars from many institutions
and ½elds to tackle a key set of
questions: What do we know
about global education and how
do we know it? What are the
consequences of providing every
child with primary and secondary
schooling? What is the history
of efforts to expand education?
What obstacles stand in the way
of achieving universal education?
What are the best educational
practices and innovations for
overcoming those obstacles?
What will it cost to provide pri-
mary and secondary schooling
for all children?

The project has produced a num-
ber of publications, including
articles in Dædalus and the imf’s
Finance and Development, several
Academy Occasional Papers, and
two forthcoming books. Some
publications have been translat-
ed and distributed in multiple
languages. 

Many of the publications of the
project are available on the Acad-
emy’s web site, along with more
information about the ubase
project (www.amacad.org/
projects/ubase.aspx).

Measuring Global
Educational Progress

Knowledge of the basic facts
about global education is at the
heart of the ubase inquiry, as
is knowledge of how these facts
are produced and whether they
are reliable. Education is, after
all, one of the largest and most
important investments made by
governments and people. Under-
standing whether this investment
leads to the desired ends is crucial
to effective government policy
and private decision-making.

David Bloom advances this
understanding in the ubase
study Measuring Global Education-
al Progress. According to Bloom’s
calculations, approximately 97
million children of primary
school age and 226 million of
secondary school age worldwide
are not enrolled in school. At cur-
rent rates of educational prog-
ress and demographic change,
the corresponding ½gures in
2015 are projected to be similar
(with an increase in the number
of primary-aged children not
enrolled and a decrease for sec-
ondary-aged children).

Developed countries have
achieved very high levels of ac-
cess to primary and secondary
education, and educational at-
tainment and completion rates
in these countries are also high.
Some developing regions, in
particular East Asia and Latin 
America and the Caribbean,
likewise have very high enroll-

ment ratios, but only in terms of
primary education. In these re-
gions, attainment and comple-
tion rates still demand improve-
ment. The data also indicate that
on nearly all measures, South
Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa lag
far behind. Gender differences
in favor of boys are common in
most developing regions, though
not in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean or in Eastern Europe and
Central Asia. Gender differences
are particularly pronounced in
some Sub-Saharan African
countries. 

Although measures of the quality
of education are inadequate, the
data indicate that the gap be-
tween rich and poor countries is
large and shows no signs of nar-
rowing. Bloom extrapolates from
the small body of country test-
score data, calculating that an
estimated 75–95 percent of the
world’s children live in countries
where education quality falls
short of the average among
oecd countries. 

Bloom highlights the fact that
existing data systems are inade-
quate, and that the shortcomings
may have important conse-
quences. We know the most
about the inputs into education,
the investments of money and
time in the education system.
These data shed light on differ-
ences between countries and re-
gions, but are incomplete. Infor-

mation on other aspects of edu-
cation–e.g., on what is taught
and how, on what is learned, and
on the long-term consequences
of investments in education–is
even scarcer. 

The dearth of data on education
quality, in conjunction with limit-
ed data on education outputs,
makes it dif½cult to reach de½n-
itive conclusions about the effec-
tiveness of educational practices.
Worse still, as Bloom’s investi-
gation shows, the validity of
some of the most prominent
schooling attainment data must
be questioned, in light of serious
internal inconsistencies. Avail-
able cross-national data are not
always consistent with the lead-
ing country-level data sets or
with country-speci½c population
data.

Evidence-based policymaking
holds great promise, but that
promise can only be realized
when relevant and accurate data
are available. As Bloom argues in
Measuring Global Educational
Progress, greater and better-coor-
dinated efforts by international
organizations could overcome
years of insuf½cient funding and
conflicting priorities for data
collection, thus improving the
quantity and quality of educa-
tion data. 

Achieving Global Education

Joel E. Cohen David E. Bloom
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The Consequences
of Global Educational
Expansion

If every child in the world re-
ceived a primary and secondary
education of high quality, what
would the consequences be? The
ubase project commissioned
sociologists Emily Hannum
(University of Pennsylvania)
and Claudia Buchmann (Duke
University) to review the re-
search on the presumed conse-
quences of expanding primary
and secondary education. 

They ½nd substantial evidence
that increased primary and sec-
ondary education is associated
with improved health and lower
population growth. Evidence to
support the proposition that in-
vestment in education results in
growth in gross domestic pro-
duct is less clear. Although in-
creased individual income is
clearly correlated with higher
educational attainment, the
growth effects of national in-
vestments in education are dif-
½cult to establish. Evidence is
also ambiguous on whether edu-
cation reduces social inequality
and promotes democratization.
The summary by Hannum and
Buchmann of what is known
and what remains uncertain is
critical for guiding future policy
and research in this area because
the rationale for pursuing uni-
versal basic and secondary edu-
cation must be clear if initiatives
are to attract political support.

In a forthcoming ubase paper
on the relationship between
education and health, Bloom
½nds that education reduces
adult mortality and that the ef-
fect is larger than previously
thought. In addition, increased
schooling is associated with
lower blood pressure and lower
likelihood of reporting disabil-
ities or functional impairments,

even after accounting for back-
ground variables such as age,
initial health, and ability. Mater-
nal education has been found to
be strongly associated with re-
duced fertility and improved
health outcomes for children.
But, as Bloom indicates, much
remains unclear about the role
of factors that are interposed
between education and health.

Historical Legacies,
Political Obstacles

As Hannum, Buchmann, and
Bloom suggest, the reasons for
providing all the world’s children
with high-quality primary and
secondary education are num-
erous and compelling. In 1990,
the international community
resoundingly pledged to achieve
universal basic education by
2000, and later extended its
deadline to 2015. At current rates
of progress, this goal will not be
met. The unanimity of commit-
ment and shortfall in achieve-
ment raise a fundamental ques-
tion: If universal education is
such a good idea, why don’t we
have it already?

The ubase project asked this
question of Aaron Benavot and

have taken many forms, and
motivations for educational ex-
pansion have varied widely. The
suggestion is that international
organizations seeking to facili-
tate educational expansion need
to be attuned to this varied his-
tory if their interventions are to
succeed. For example, when
leaders advocated the decentral-
ization of education in Latin
American countries in the 1980s,
they ignored the speci½c social
and political purposes for which
those schools had been founded,
which included ending severe
socioeconomic segregation. De-
centralization led to a growth of
private schools and renewed
fragmentation along class lines,
which exacerbated the social di-
vide that school centralization
was intended to correct. The
implication is clear: education
advocates, donors, and policy
makers who ignore history do so
at considerable peril. 

Where Benavot and Resnik em-
phasize the historical legacies
with which policy makers must
contend, Corrales examines the
present political obstacles to and
incentives for universal educa-
tion. His paper highlights the
weak, conflicting, and at times
perverse political incentives fac-
ing those interested in expanding
and improving education. 

Overall, international sources of
leverage are weak. For example,
as globalization proceeds, the
demand for highly skilled labor
is mixed–some industries re-
quire an educated labor pool
while others seek labor that is
cheap and relatively unskilled.
Within countries, state author-
ities rarely face strong political
pressures to expand or improve
their educational systems. So-
cietal demand for education is
frequently weakest in poor re-
gions or countries where it is
most needed. From this analy-
sis, it appears that past state mo-

Julia Resnik (Hebrew University,
Jerusalem) and Javier Corrales
(Amherst College). Their ½nd-
ings, published in Global Edu-
cational Expansion: Historical
Legacies and Political Obstacles,
bring a healthy dose of realism
to estimates of the scale of the
ubase challenge. But by illumi-
nating the challenges, the authors
also render them ½nite.

Benavot and Resnik consider the
history and legacy of efforts to
achieve universal basic and sec-
ondary education. The authors
call attention to the complexity
of the work remaining. They ex-
amine the emergence of com-
pulsory education laws, the trans-
formation of diverse educational
frameworks into formal school
systems, the problems of inequal-
ity and equity that have arisen,
and the role played by inter-
national organizations in creat-
ing an increasingly intercon-
nected global education system. 

On the basis of this geographi-
cally broad comparative history,
the authors offer an essential
observation and an important
suggestion. The observation is
that despite the apparent uni-
formity in contemporary school-
ing, past educational models
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tivations to provide education–
to consolidate national identity,
win citizen loyalty, or neutralize
rival political groups–were most
prominent when nationalist,
revolutionary, and totalitarian
ideologies drove political devel-
opment. Today, these rationales
are less relevant.

Lest education reformers lose
hope, Corrales discusses policies
that might reinforce the positive
incentives for expanding edu-
cation. He suggests approaches
that are aimed at boosting the
demand for education by reduc-
ing the cost of schooling to indi-
vidual families; building up the
capacity of state agencies to de-
liver education of high quality;
generating additional perform-
ance indicators to improve ef-
½ciency; containing opposition
to educational expansion by com-
pensating those most directly
threatened; and strengthening
mechanisms for ensuring ac-
countability at all levels of the
education system. These in-
formed and ambitious proposals
should stimulate necessary dis-
cussion.

Assessment,
Innovation,
Evaluation

The research of Bloom, Benavot,
Resnik, and Corrales provides
the groundwork from which in-
formed efforts to change educa-
tion on the ground can be devel-
oped. But what of the speci½c
mechanisms for getting students
into school, for improving the
quality of education, and for en-
suring that education is produc-
ing the desired outcomes?
Henry Braun (Educational Test-
ing Service), Anil Kanjee (Hu-
man Sciences Research Coun-
cil), Eric Bettinger (Case Western
Reserve University), and Michael
Kremer (Harvard University)

take up these questions in their
contributions to Improving Edu-
cation Through Assessment, Innova-
tion, and Evaluation.

Although assessment is often
seen as a tool to measure student
progress, it also allows individu-
als, communities, and countries
to track the quality of schools
and educational systems. In
theory, if policy makers have ac-
cess to reliable information on
educational quality in speci½c
schools, they can monitor out-
comes and tailor policies to local
and national needs. If this infor-
mation is made available to the
public, then students and parents
may be better able to choose
among educational options and
demand education of higher
quality. 

The potential bene½ts of assess-
ment are not easy to capture,
however. Braun and Kanjee ob-
serve that educational assess-
ment must overcome a number
of implementation challenges. 
If there are no consequences at-
tached to a test, then it will do
little to motivate healthy change;
however, if the result of an as-
sessment is highly consequen-
tial, then it may engender un-
productive or undesirable out-
comes such as narrowing the
curriculum or “teaching to the
test.” When assessments are
tied to funding decisions, those
responsible for the quality of
education– teachers, adminis-
trators, and state of½cials–may
oppose the release or even the
creation of such data. 

Braun and Kanjee describe the
factors preventing better assess-
ment and review promising na-
tional, regional, and interna-
tional initiatives for improving
current practices and resolving
this dilemma. They propose that
developing countries should par-
ticipate in international assess-
ments as “associates,” without

requiring that the results be re-
leased internationally. This in-
terim arrangement would gen-
erate much-needed data, give
developing countries access to
expertise, and build local capac-
ity to develop, administer, and
analyze tests, while avoiding the
political consequences of possible
poor performance.

Testing offers a means to track
the outcomes of schools and edu-
cational systems. But how can
education reformers identify the
practices that led to improved or
worsened outcomes? Deciding
whether an educational innova-
tion is responsible for a change
in student outcomes is essential
for implementing the most ef-
fective educational programs. 

As Bettinger and Kremer each
discuss, one reliable means of
evaluating the effects of a pro-
gram or intervention–namely,
randomized controlled experi-
mentation–is now ½nding use
in education. These experiments
make it possible to compare ped-
agogical techniques and systems
of management because ran-
domization establishes equiva-
lent participant and nonpartici-
pant groups for comparison.
Randomized controlled experi-
ments can, therefore, produce
the most credible evaluation of
programs.

Kremer reviews the ½ndings from
randomized evaluations to de-
termine low-cost means of in-
creasing enrollment. He reports,
for example, on a study of a
school-based health program
that proves to be an extremely
cost-effective method of in-
creasing students’ participation
in school. In the program, de-
worming medication and iron
and vitaminA supplements were
provided to pre-school children
in Delhi (at a cost of $1.70 per
student per year). The treatments
were phased in at random to two

hundred schools over a two-year
period, enabling a comparison
of treatment and nontreatment
groups. Researchers found that
the treatment had the effect of
reducing absenteeism by 20 per-
cent, making it an extremely
low-cost means of increasing
the number of days students are
in school. Similar results were
found in a randomized, con-
trolled, school-based deworm-
ing program in Kenya, which
offers hope that the program
may be as effective in other
regions. 

Bettinger explains why random-
ized evaluations, though they
provide highly credible results,
remain underutilized guides for
policy. Randomized experiments
can be expensive and time-con-
suming. They require technical
sophistication to plan, imple-
ment, and analyze properly. 
He notes, however, that certain
types of experiments are no
more expensive or time-con-
suming than other rigorous
data-collection activities. A
more formidable problem is the
political justi½cation of deliv-
ering a program to only a small
set of students or schools while
withholding it from a compar-
ison group of students or schools.
However, when budgetary con-
straints make it dif½cult or im-
possible to reach all members of
a population in a given year, ran-
domly selecting which groups
receive the program when may
be the fairest way to implement
the program and simultaneously
permit measurements of its
impact. 

Costs of Primary
and Secondary
Education

Of the many unknowns associat-
ed with universal education, the
price tag–for books, buildings,
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teachers–is one of the most
pressing areas of uncertainty.
What would it cost to provide
every child in the world with a
high-quality primary and sec-
ondary education? Economists
Melissa Binder (University of
New Mexico) and Paul Glewwe
and Meng Zhao (University of
Minnesota) address this question
in Achieving Universal Basic and
Secondary Education: How Much
Will It Cost?

Glewwe and Zhao review World
Bank, unicef, and unesco
estimates of the annual costs 
of achieving universal primary
school enrollment by 2015. These
range from an additional $6.5
billion to $35 billion per year,
over and above the approxi-
mately $82 billion dollars that
developing countries currently
spend each year on primary edu-
cation. The estimates focus on
the cost of increasing the num-
ber of places for students in
schools and the number of
teachers to teach them. 

However, as Glewwe and Zhao
observe, the number of places
available is not always the limit-
ing factor in school attendance
rates. Parents choose not to send
their children to school for var-
ious reasons, such as the cost of
schooling or a need for labor at
home. The true cost of enrolling
all primary school-aged children
will include the cost of imple-
menting policies that influence
those decisions and boost the
demand for primary education.
Future estimates should account
for the cost of these policies–
possibly including the provision
of school meals, tuition subsidies
to families, higher-quality and
more reliable teaching, and re-
ductions in rates of repetition
and noncompletion. These costs
are far more dif½cult to calcu-
late. Glewwe and Zhao demon-
strate that including some of
them boosts the total costs sub-
stantially.

The cost of achieving universal
secondary education will be
greater than that for primary
education because more chil-
dren in this age bracket are not
now in school and because sec-
ondary education is more ex-
pensive per pupil. Binder offers a
pioneering estimate of the cost
of providing spaces to accom-
modate all children of second-
ary school age. According to her
analysis, if a gradual approach is
taken between now and 2015,
the annual additional cost would
be approximately $34 billion.
This cost could fall to $32 billion
per year if countries were able to
reduce repetition rates signi½-
cantly. The best (albeit unlikely)
scenario, in which policy makers
adopt the practices of countries
most successful in getting stu-
dents to attend school, and help-
ing them learn while they are in
school, would reduce the addi-
tional annual cost to $27 billion.
These estimates establish an im-
portant foundation upon which
future efforts to estimate the
costs of universal education can
draw. 

The ubase project ½ndings sug-
gest that high-quality primary
and secondary education is
achievable in the ½rst half of the
twenty-½rst century. In its next
phase, the project will focus on
identifying and evaluating strat-
egies for expanding access to
primary and secondary school-
ing where it is most needed, and
for improving the quality of edu-
cation for all children. 
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