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Global Perspectives on Education: A Critical Analysis of International Frameworks, Development Goals and Rights of Children 

Education has been recognised for decades as one of the most powerful tools for individual empowerment and social transformation. Despite the concept of education as a global priority has evolved through multiple frameworks that attempt to universalise its value and application. The globalisation of education policy- through initiatives such as human rights conventions and internation development goals reflects both the determination to promote justice and the challenge of implementing these ideas across diverse socio-economic and cultural contexts. Moreover, these efforts highlight the ongoing need for collaboration, adaptation, and critical reflection to ensure education remains relevant and accessible for all.


This essay critically analyses global perspectives on education by analysing the rationale and impact of international directives including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC). It also evaluates the influence of global education agendas such as Education for ALL (EFA), the Millennium Development Goals (MDG’s) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s). The discussion further engages with international debates about aid, education for sustainability and how global directives intersect with local realities- particularly Africa in Kenya, where issues surrounding gender, conflict, child labour, and displacement reveal persistent inequalities-particularly in Kenya, where issues surrounding gender, conflict, child labour, and displacement reveal persistent inequalities (UNESCO, 2021). Which draws on key texts such as Education and International Development (McCowan, 2015) and Globalisation and Education (Lingard,2010). This essay highlights the complex interplay between power, policy, and ideology in shaping educational futures. This essay has a particular focus on the country Kenya, which is in Africa. Kenya provides a valuable case study as it has made a significant progress in expanding access to education while still facing persistent challenges related to inequality, poverty, gender discrimination, and resource constraints. 

The Rationale and Impact of International Directives
 (include Kenya policies) 
The foundation for education as a global right lies in the human-rights movement. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 established education as a universal entitlement, which asserted its function in human dignity, freedom, and equality. Education was positioned not simply as a service, but as a human right. The Internation Concept of Economic reinforced this principle, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1966), underscoring the obligation to make primary education compulsory and free. However, as McCowen (2015), states, the proclamation of rights does not ensure that implementation requires resources and commitment to equity that transcends national inequality and global power hierarchies. 

However, as McCowan (2015) argues, the declaration of rights alone does not guarantee their fulfilment, The implementation of these rights requires financial investment and social commitment. In Kenya, the right to education is embedded within the national constitution and education policy yet the ability to deliver high-quality education remains uneven across regions. Rural areas, informal settlements, and marginalised communities often experience significant disparities in education provision, For example, the net enrolment rate in primary education for children in urban areas was 85%, compared to just 69% in the arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs) as of 2018 (UNICEF, 2019).

The UN Convention on the rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) represented a moment in the conceptualisation of education and childhood. It emphasised development in physical, emotional, intellectual, and moral ways- which underpins that children are active subjects of rights rather than passive recipients of protection and recognises their agency in shaping their own learning environments, fostering participation, inclusion, and respect for diverse backgrounds and experiences

Kenya has incorporated child rights into national legislation in relation to the UNCRC. Free Primary Education (FPE), introduced in 2003 reflects this commitment by aiming to ensure that all children have access to basic education regardless of their socio-economic background. The policy led to a significant increase in enrolment, primary school enrolment rose from 5.9 million in 2002 to 7.2 million in 2003, an increase of over 1.3 million children within the first year alone (UNESCO, 2005) with millions of previously excluded children entering the school. However, while access improved, the rapid expansion placed pressure on resources, leading to overcrowded classrooms, teacher shortages, and limited infrastructure. This demonstrates the ongoing challenge of translating internation rights frameworks into sustainable local practice. 

According to James (2011), this marked a shift in how childhood was constructed in policy and research. Education under the UNCRC became linked to participation, identity, and empowerment, Although, as Lingard (2010) and Tikly (2004) state, the universality of the UNCRC also carries the risk of cultural imperialism. Western norms about childhood and education often dominate, ignoring sociocultural understanding of upbringing. 

The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC, 1990) arose partly as a response to these tensions. It localised the child rights framework, incorporating collective cultural values and the importance of family and community responsibility in raising children, The Charter reflects an African perspective that situates the child within a network of interdependence rather than individual autonomy. Pence (2011) argues that this approach is vital to constructing educational systems that resonate with local meanings of childhood and community. However. Despite these culturally grounded frameworks, practical implementation in a lot of African contexts remains undermined by limited resources. 

However, despite strong policy commitments, implementation remains constrained by economic and structural challenges, Limited funding, regional inequalities, and socio-economic disparities continue to shape educational outcomes in Kenya. Tikly (2004) analysed ‘the new imperialism’ in educational aid which highlighted a deeper problem when it comes to these directives: they are often shaped by global governance institutions such as UNESCO. Educational reforms in the Global South frequently align with models of standardisation, outcome measurement, and market-oriented efficiency, prioritising external accountability over local relevance. Whilst the rationale behind international directives is cheered on in human rights and equality, their impact can therefore cause dependency when global initiatives fail to engage meaningfully with local contexts. For example, in Kenya, the introduction of the Free Primary Education (FPE) policy in 2003 was heavily supported by international donors and agencies. While this initiative dramatically increased enrolment rates, it also exposed critical challenges: classrooms became overcrowded, resources were stretched thin, and teaching quality suffered due to a lack of locally tailored solutions and insufficient community involvement (Sifuna, 2007). This illustrates how well-intentioned global interventions can fall short if they do not adequately consider and incorporate local realities. 

Global Development Agendas: EFA, MDGs and SDGs 

The late 20th and early 21st centuries saw the rise of global education as a key aspect of international development discourse. The Education for All (EFA) movement, came into touch in Jomtien in 1980 and reaffirmed in Dakar in 2000, aimed to ensure universal access to quality basic education. The EFA agenda was ambitious, encompassing literacy, early childhood care, and gender equity. While it contributed to important enrolment gains- particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa- its progress was uneven. McCowan (2015) contends that EFA largely prioritised access over quality, often resulting in over-crowded classrooms and under trained teachers. Lingard (2010) similarly critiques EFA as a global governance project that measured progress through narrow indicators, ignoring the lived experiences of children in diverse contexts. 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDG’s) introduced by the United Nations in 2000, maintained education as a key development target through Goal 2: achieving universal primary education. The MDG’s helped to mobilise resources and attention but also exemplified the downfalls of global standardisation. With their emphasis on quantitative outcomes- such as enrolment rates and completion rates- they refused the complexity of education to numbers rather than processes of transformation. Critics like Tikly (2004) argue that the MDG’s reinforced instrumentalist views of education in relation to economic productivity rather than process of empowerment and social justice. Moreover, the MDG’s were critiqued for overlooking equity within education systems: many children from marginalised groups which included girls and disabled leaners remained excluded. 

Critics argue that the MDG’s emphasis on measurable targets encouraged governments to prioritise quantitative outcomes over qualitive improvements. Lingard (2010) suggests that global accountability frameworks can narrow educational priorities, focusing on enrolment statistics rather than meaningful learning experiences. In Kenya, this sometimes resulted in policies aimed at meeting global targets rather than addressing deeper structural inequalities. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s), created in 2015, was made to ensure inclusive and excellent quality education and promoting the lifelong learning opportunities for all. The SDG’s introduced a more holistic and interconnected framework, acknowledging the links between education, gender, equality, health, and environmental sustainability. However, as McCowan (2019) points out, the implementation gap still carries on. Despite a richer conceptual framework, the structural inequalities that divide different nations and communities continue to determine the uneven distribution of educational opportunities. Lingard (2010) warns that global education policy remains dominated by neoliberal logics of accountability and competition, which undermines the potential of educational reform. 

Despite these efforts, challenges persist. Socio-economic inequality continues to influence educational outcomes, with children from low-income households facing barriers such as school fees, transportation costs, and limited access to learning resources. Gender inequality also remains in some regions particularly in communities where marriage and cultural norms may limit girls’ education opportunities. These issues demonstrate McCowan’s (2019) argument that global frameworks alone cannot overcome structural inequalities without sustained local investment. 

From a critical perspective, global development goals attempt to articulate universal aspirations and hopes for justice but are also shaped by economic paradigms. Tikly (2004) describes this as the “double edge” of globalisation- it encourages the diffusion of ideas about rights and equality but embeds these within power structures that privilege globally. Additionally, while the MDG’s and SDG’s have advanced educational access and awareness, they have also crested new forms of global dependency by framing developing countries as beneficiaries rather than agents of their own development. 

Internation Aid, Power, and Educational Development in Kenya

International aid has played a significant role in support education in Kenya. Donor funding from organisations such as the World Bank, UNESCO and internation NGOs has contributed to infrastructure development, teacher training, and curriculum reform. Aid has enabled Kenta to expand access to education and implement policy reforms aligned with global development goals. 

However, reliance on external funding raises questions about sustainability and autonomy, McCowan (2015) argues that aid can create a dependency when national education systems become reliant on donor support, In Kenya, some education programmes are heavily influenced by donor priorities, which mat not always align with local needs. This can lead to policy borrowing and standardisation, where global models are adopted without adaptation to local contexts. 

Lingard (2010) highlights how global policy networks shape nation education systems through accountability frameworks, In Kenya. Participation in international assessments has influenced curriculum design and policy priorities. While these frameworks can support improvement, they may also reinforce neoliberal approaches that emphasise competition and measurable outcomes over holistic development. 

Education for Sustainability and Global Citizenship in Kenya

Education for sustainable development has become an increasingly important aspect of global education discourse, Kenya has incorporated sustainability and global citizenship into its competency-based curriculum, aiming to equip learners with skills for environmental stewardship, social responsibility, and economic participation. 

Environmental education is particularly relevant in Kenya, where climate change and environmental degradation affect livelihoods and communities. Schools play a key role in promoting awareness of sustainability and encouraging responsible resource use (UNESCO, 2021). However, implementing sustainability education requires resources and teacher training, which remain unevenly distributed across the country (Mogaka et al., 2006; Government of Kenya, 2017).

Integrating global citizenship education also presents challenges. While global frameworks promote shared values and responsibilities, educational content must remain culturally relevant and responsive to local realities. Ensuring that sustainability education reflects knowledge and local practices Is essential for meaningful implementation. 

Decolonising Global Education and the Role of Local Agency

One of the emerging debates within global education policy is causing concern for the need to decolonise educational frameworks and challenges the continuing influence of Western epistemologies. Many international directives, often reflect values rooted in Eurocentric understandings of knowledge, development, and childhood. As Tikly (2011) explains that the “potential turn” in education demands recognition of how colonial legacies still manifest in curriculum content, pedagogical methods, and assessment systems across Africa. In Kenya, for instance, the education continues to use colonial structures emphasising English-language dominance. These features reinforce social in-equality and limit the representation of indigenous knowledge systems. Integrating different languages, local histories and community-based learning can make education more inclusive, culturally affirming, and transformative. McCowan (2015) infers that a decolonial approach involves more than curriculum reform it requires a shift in how knowledge itself is valued and validated globally. Instead of knowledge flowing from the Global North to the South, countries such as Kenya can become producers and innovators of educational knowledge relevant to their social realities. 

Technology, Equity, and the Future of Global Learning 

In recent years, the expansion of digital technologies has introduced new dimensions to the global education agenda The COVID-19 pandemic, for example, exposed deep inequalities in access to online learning across and within nations. In Kenya, while urban schools quickly adopted digital platforms and remote learning, many rural and low-income communities lacked electricity, internet access, and digital devices. This digital divide mirrors the broader socio-economic disparities that global education frameworks aim to address. As UNESCO (2020) emphasised, digital inclusion has become central to the realisation of SDG 4. However, without careful planning, technology can reinforce rather than reduce inequality. McCowan (2019) warns that the uncritical adoption of educational technology- often designed and marketed by multinational corporations-risks reproducing neoliberal logics of standardism. For equitable digital transformation, Kenya must invest in infrastructure, teaching training and open educational resources that are locally relevant, diverse, and accessible for all learners. 

Furthermore, the integration of digital technology into education raises important questions about pedagogy, curriculum, and knowledge production. Technology should not simply replicate traditional teaching methods through digital platforms but should support collaborative, creative and contextually relevant learning experiences. When used properly, digital tools can enable children to access global knowledge networks, engage in problem solving and develop critical digital literacy skills which are necessary for participation in contemporary society. However, without sustained government investment and community involvement, technological initiatives risk benefiting, already advantaged learners while excluding those in marginalised communities. Which ensures that digital education initiatives are inclusive, culturally responsive, and locally driven is therefore essential for reducing inequality and supporting sustainable educational development in Kenya and beyond.

At the same time, technology offers possibilities for collaboration, innovation and resilience when integrated thoughtfully. Initiatives such as Kenya’s Digital Literacy Programme (DLP). 

Conclusion 

Global perspectives on education reveal paradoxes at the heart of international development. On one hand, frameworks such as the UNCRC, ACRWC, MDG’s and SDG’s express a universal commitment to justice equality and sustainable futures. On the other hand, their implementation often mirrors global hierarchies of power and knowledge. The human rights rationale for education grounds its moral legitimacy, but when global policies are detached from local realities, they risk reproducing dependency and marginalisation. 

Kenya’s experience illustrates the complexities of translating global education frameworks into local practice. Considerable progress has been made in expanding access to education through policies such as Free Primary Education and alignment with global development goals. Yet challenges related to quality, equity and sustainability remain. 

Documents by McCowan (2015), Lingard (2010) and Tikly (2004) collectively underscore, achieving educational equity requires confronting the structural inequalities that underlie global governance. Education must be approached not only as an economic tool but as a process grounded in cultural context, community participation, and social justice. The African experience demonstrates both resilience and complexity where communal child-rearing traditions coexist with challenges- gender discrimination, child labour, and conflict. 

Moving forward from this, global education must embrace plurality rather than uniformity. It should foster intercultural dialogue, local agency and sustainable learning systems that value all children fairly, regardless of gender or ability. Only through critical reflection can global education move to a more realistic approach- transforming not only schools, but societies. Education should be understood not merely as a tool for economic development but as a transformative process that empowers individuals and communities. By integrating global commitments with local realities, countries such as Kenya can work towards more inclusive and equitable education systems that support both national development and global social justice. 
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