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1-LETTER FROM THE UNDER SECRETARY 

GENERAL  

 
Hello everyone and welcome to ECOSOC committee . I’m Yiğit Akarca 

and I will serve you as an Under Secretary General responsible for 

ECOSOC committee.This will be my 28th experience I guess. Two 

issues were selected to be discussed in ECOSOC being the Effects of 

Technology in Economy and Revision of International Economic 

Cooperation Organizations. Since you are not going to read my 

welcome letter and I don’t want you to waste your tıme we will move on 

with the study guide. I hope to see you all in conference.  

 

SHOULD YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS PLEASE CONTACT ME 

FROM WHEREVER YOU WANT 

 

Best Compliments  

YİĞİT AKARCA  

 

INSTAGRAM 

YIGIT_AKARCA  
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2-INTRODUCTION TO THE ECOSOC 
The United Nations Economic and Social Council is one of the six principal 
organs of the United Nations, responsible for coordinating the economic and 
social fields of the organisation, specifically in regards to the 15 specialised 
agencies, the eight functional commissions and the five regional commissions 
under its jurisdiction. 
 
The Council serves as the central forum for discussing international economic 
and social issues and formulating policy recommendations addressed to 
member states and the United Nations system. A number of non-
governmental organisations have been granted consultative status to the 
Council to participate in the work of the United Nations. 
It holds one four-week session each year in July, and since 1998, it has also 
held an annual meeting in April with finance ministers heading key 
committees of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

 
 
 
 

3-AGENDA ITEM A: EFFECTS OF TECHNOLOGY 
IN ECONOMY 

 
 
 

A.INTORDUCTION TO THE TOPIC 
 
Technology developed and unceasingly continued to evolve since the 
start of history of mankind. In the 2000s, technology has transformed 
into a structure containing large amounts of information. In the past 100 
years, technological advances increased with incredible speed as 
compared to the previous times. 
Technology involves application of science especially for industrial or 
commercial purposes and use ofscientific methods and materials in 
order to achieve a commercial or industrial purpose and making 
“innovations” to the production machines, production methods and 
products in order to increase the production volume or efficiency all 
resulting in competition advantages and profit increases. Therefore 
technological transformation plays a key role in the economic growth 
because accurate or wrongful use technological advances may make 

https://www.wikizeroo.org/index.php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvVW5pdGVkX05hdGlvbnM
https://www.wikizeroo.org/index.php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvTGlzdF9vZl9vcmdhbml6YXRpb25zX3dpdGhfY29uc3VsdGF0aXZlX3N0YXR1c190b190aGVfVW5pdGVkX05hdGlvbnNfRWNvbm9taWNfYW5kX1NvY2lhbF9Db3VuY2ls
https://www.wikizeroo.org/index.php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvTGlzdF9vZl9vcmdhbml6YXRpb25zX3dpdGhfY29uc3VsdGF0aXZlX3N0YXR1c190b190aGVfVW5pdGVkX05hdGlvbnNfRWNvbm9taWNfYW5kX1NvY2lhbF9Db3VuY2ls
https://www.wikizeroo.org/index.php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvQ29uc3VsdGF0aXZlX3N0YXR1cw
https://www.wikizeroo.org/index.php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvV29ybGRfQmFua19Hcm91cA
https://www.wikizeroo.org/index.php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvSW50ZXJuYXRpb25hbF9Nb25ldGFyeV9GdW5k
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considerable positive or negative impacts to a specific firm, sector or 
nation. For that reason, it has been assumed that technological 
development and technological information is an external factor which 
has a public character. Technology realizes the production of specific 
goods with less input. And technology is not complex and it could be 
understood, sold and purchased easily. So its transfer from one firm to 
the other does not require too much effort and cost and similarly no 
problems arise in its transfer from one nation to the other (Elster, 1983). 
 
Technological development is an important factor increasing the growth 
rate of economy at macro level and profits and market shares of the 
firms at micro level. The social development occurs if a society can 
make technological advances and reflect them to their social and 
cultural lives. It seems that economy has been guiding the technology 
as the innovations introduced to the world by technological advances 
are closely correlated with economy and follow the economic 
relationships. The nations that could efficiently disseminate technology 
and information to all areas of the society can create new areas of 
employment in their countries. However these new areas require 
qualified work force. Thus necessary revisions should be made to the 
education policies to ensure the development of human sources with 
such qualifications supporting the economic growth. 
 

 
 
 
 
B.The growing importance of the technology economy 
 
Technological advances have significantly improved operations and 
lowered the cost of doing business. Currently, as an example, just a few 
technicians controlling robotic systems can operate an entire 
manufacturing plant, and innovative inventory systems are capable of 
supplying needed parts within a short time for assembly. Advancements 
in the computer industry, coupled with advancements in 
telecommunications, have increased job opportunities and strengthened 
economic growth. 
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All physical barriers to communication over distances have been 
properly overcome by the internet. In a similar way, manufacturing and 
consumer goods companies have developed online links to their 
suppliers and customer support. Suppliers can keep track of production 
line efficiencies through automated systems and can more efficiently 
ship parts and materials to the required locations, reducing inventory 
and downtime. In addition to that ecommerce and online banking 
capabilities have also helped reduce the cost of doing business. 
Within this new context, and given the fast-paced emergence of 
disruptive products and business models, as well as the transformative 
power of digital technologies on business and society, executives must 
become masters of the global “technology economy”, being capable of 
detecting the economic impact of such fast technological changes and 
respond with similar speed and foresight. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
c.The impact of technology economy 
 
The impact of technology economy in the market is very significant, 
infusing even the measurement of the market economy. Some of the 
largest indexes known in the market, such as the Dow Jones Industrial 
Average (DJIA) and the S&P 500, have changed. Tech powerhouses 
like Apple, Google, and Amazon, whose stocks are valued much higher 
than those of many long-time industrial members, are replacing large 
industrial super companies. Apple, with its high market capitalization, 
accounts for such a large share of the DJIA, for example, that any 
hiccup in its quarterly earnings can move the entire index, situation that 
was once done by other large corporations such as GM and Caterpillar. 
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Technology has an amazing power of permeate companies. An 
important measurement of the technology economy is the observing the 
Worldwide IT Spending volume, which is regarding the corporate 
spending for hardware, software, data centers, networks, and staff, both 
internal and outsourced IT services. Currently, this volume is close to 
USD6 trillion per year. To put this number on a more illustrative 
perspective, if we were to consider the global technology economy a 
country and its yearly spending its GDP, it would be ranked as the 
world’s third largest economy, between the economies of China and 
Japan and more than twice the size of the UK economy, as shown on 
the chart below:  
 
 
 
 
 
Technology spending, gross margins and economic growth have a 
strong relationship when measured by productivity and GDP. A good 
example is that executives can predict with some accuracy the impact 
on the overall economy of a decline in technology spending. Whenever 
companies cut back on discretionary spending in order to improve 
profits during a downturn, they slash their investments in technology. 
Soon afterward, GDP falls dramatically, and, within a few years, labor 
productivity across the economy falls, as technological innovation is an 
important component of productivity. 
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The drop in technology intensity that results from a decline in technology 
spending causes the labor force to decrease, which shows up in 
productivity up to three years later because productivity is a “stickier” 
measure. The relationship between technology intensity and GDP is 
better illustrated on the chart below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a matter of fact, whenever considering a company’s productivity, it 
possible to observe not only a connection between technology intensity 
and gross margins but also a strong correlation, which means that 
technology intensity and gross margins tend to rise and decline 
together, one as a consequence of the other. It’s possible to set as a 
recent example of this effect before and after the recent world economic 
crash that started in 2007, when companies were investing more and 
more heavily in technology relative to revenues and operating expenses, 
and gross margins were rising. That trend accelerated through 2008 and 
until 2009, when companies belatedly realized the magnitude of what 
had happened and 
began to cut 
technology 
investment 
dramatically. After 
that, technology 
intensity dropped 
precipitously along 
with gross margins. 
The chart below 
illustrates this 
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effect: 
 
 
Within most companies around the globe, in every single industry, 
technology investment is growing faster than revenues and, in many 
cases, faster than the GDP of any country. It is clear to all companies 
that technology is vital to to the successful operations of companies and, 
mainly, to the global economy, but being able to manage technology 
spending properly within a few years ahead will require an increasingly 
sophisticated way of looking at the world and at a company’s 
performance. 
 
With that in mind, it is essential for companies to control, adapt, and 
optimize investments in real-time according to market conditions and on 
the basis of new forms of market data. Companies need to consider all 
inputs and outcomes and look at technology economically to gain 
competitive advantage before competitors do. Finally, if executives 
understand it and look at technology investments this way, it will not only 
matter, it will make all the difference for the their companies and for the 
global economy. 
 
 

 
d.Technology’s Percentage of World Economy GDP 
 
According to the research consultancy IDC, the global information 
technology (IT) industry market, encompassing hardware, software, 
services, and telecommunications, is expected to reach $3.8 trillion in 
2016, up from $3.7 trillion the previous year. Other calculations exclude 
sectors that are not deflationary such as services, and come up with 1.6 
Trillion/year or 2% of World GDP. This figure was just 1% of World GDP 
in 2004 and only about 0.5% of World GDP in 1992. So technology’s 
percentage of the world economy is growing exponentially. At this rate it 
will be 4% of world GDP by 2026 and 8% by 2038. 
 
A PWC report on the future, expects the global economy to grow 3% per 
annum and double by 2038 to $150 Trillion per year. If technology keeps 
on its exponential pace, hitting the 8% figure, then deflationary 
technology sectors will be doing $12 Trillion in revenue in 2038 — $10.4 
Trillion being net new revenue from today. 
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This is a very large amount of future growth for technology that portends 
a very bright future for technology businesses and in particular 
technology startups and startup ecosystems due to a variety of factors: 
   
         -A significant portion of the technology products that will make up 

the $12 Trillion in global annual GDP 20 years in the future likely 
doesn’t exist yet. 

   
         -Startups are much better at new disruptive innovation than large 

companies. 
   
         -Large tech companies have developed a more symbiotic 

relationship with startups. Companies such as Amazon, Apple, and 
Microsoft, have displayed strong competency over the last 5–10 
years in developing complementary relationships with startups by 
providing platforms and infrastructure for them to develop on top 
of. 

   
         -Disruption cycles are speeding up. 
 
 
           
 
 

e.Tech in Private Markets: Huge Increase in Number of 
Unicorns 
 
Public markets certainly don’t tell the whole story for the influence of 
technology on the economy anymore. Technology companies go public 
at a much later date in their maturity and at considerably higher 
valuations than they did in decades prior. 
 
The last few years have seen the astounding rise of the Unicorn — the 
moniker for a startup with a Billion dollar valuation. 
 
In 2014 there 45 Unicorns, as tracked by the Wall Street Journal, and as 
of January 2017 there are 154. 
 

http://graphics.wsj.com/billion-dollar-club/
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Here’s a graph of the number of companies over a billion and their 

respective valuations in 2014 and 2016. 
 
 
 
 
 

f.The increasing prominence of technology on the 
future of the global and the key words 
 
The increasing prominence of technology on the future of the global 
economy cannot be understated. Geometrically speaking, it is 
increasing in all directions: Vertically, Horizontally, increased cycle time, 
with massive future potential to expand into. 
 
Vertically — Technology companies within the technology industry are 
now the largest in the world and represent a growing portion of the S&P 
500 
 
Horizontally — Other sectors are being forced to become technology 
companies and harness it as their key competitive advantage 
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Cycle Time — Technology is progressing exponentially, disruptions are 
coming faster and faster. 
 
Future Potential — The growth of technology is not an s-curve that will 
level off. Rather the disruptive technologies on the horizon will support 
its continued exponential pace. 
 
New technology is where a majority of future wealth creation will come 
from. Most of this new technology will be created by startups that don’t 
exist yet. This creates the critical role for startup ecosystems. If 
economic regions want a share of future economic growth they need a 
startup ecosystem. 
 
That however, is just the upside — the carrot, if you will. The downside 
or stick, of not having a startup ecosystem and not having a share of 
future economic growth will have very harsh consequences, as we will 
discuss in more detail in the next section. The future growth of 
technology is poised to be very concentrated in specific regions like 
Silicon Valley, New York City and London. Additionally, this forecasted 
technological growth is expected to kill a massive number of industrial 
and service sector jobs through automation. So, while startups are 
creating a massive amount of future growth in the new economy, they 
will be killing massive amount of wealth in the old economy. Failure to 
adapt to this future economic climate will spell a death sentence. 
 
The future driven by the technological progress discussed in Part 1 
forecasts major waves of economic restructuring. While sectors and jobs 
linked to this technological future have bright outlooks, sectors and jobs 
that are not will experience major disruption. Whole regions may 
become economically irrelevant and experience massive poverty and 
social unrest. 
 
This is great for information era aligned startup ecosystems and terrible 
for industrial and service sector economies that have not aligned 
themselves with the changing eras of the economy. 
In 2013, a significant study was published entitled The Future of 
Employment: how susceptible are jobs to computerisation. The authors 
opened by saying, ‘To our knowledge, no study has yet quantified what 
recent technological progress is likely to mean for the future of 
employment. The present study intends to bridge this gap in the 
literature.’ Their study concluded with the observation that, “According to 
our estimates, about 47 percent of total US employment is at risk.” 

http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf
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Here’s a graphic summary compiled from data from that study: 

   
 
George Monbiot, summarized from the study, “the jobs most likely to be 
destroyed are in mining, raw materials, manufacturing, transport and 
logistics, cargo handling, warehousing and retailing, construction 
(prefabricated buildings will be assembled by robots in factories), office 
support, administration and telemarketing…Service and care work, 
where hope for some appeared to lie, will be threatened by a further 
wave of automation, as service robots — commercial and domestic — 
take over…At lower risk is work that requires negotiation, persuasion, 
originality and creativity. The management and business jobs that 
demand these skills are comparatively safe from automation; so are 
those of lawyers, teachers, researchers, doctors, journalists, actors and 
artists. The jobs that demand the highest educational attainment are the 
least susceptible to computerisation. The divisions tearing America apart 
will only widen.'' 
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g.How technology is helping Economies in developing 
countries  
 
The Internet and other advances in communication technology have 
helped make the spreading of globalization even quicker. For 
developing countries, access to technology can have many benefits —
  one such improvement being the boost of a nation’s economy. Other 
ways that technology is helping economies in developing countries is by 
reducing the costs of production, encouraging growth of new business 
and advancing communication. 
 

https://cs.stanford.edu/people/eroberts/cs181/projects/2007-08/developing-economies/
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An issue that developing countries must bypass is prioritizing technology 
innovation, not just adapting to technology. Another issue is that the 
distribution of technology needs to be equal across a country; so far the 
poor have not been able to have the same amount of access to 
technology. It is important for organizations to monitor technology and to 
encourage innovations and job creation in order to solve these issues. 
One organization that works to do just that is Broadband for Good, a 
group that gives internet access to rural areas and encourages 
programs to utilize the technology in creating progress in communities. 
 
 
 
When technology is used correctly it can be extremely helpful in 
furthering the prosperity of economies. One such example of technology 
creating a positive impact to the economy is in regard to India — the 
Self-Employed Women’s Association uses SMS to send agricultural 
workers messages about commodity prices. This information helps 
farmers determine best places to sell their produce. Farmers who 
participated in this program have said that they have been able to sell 
their products over wider areas, which has increased their incomes. 
Another example, also in India, is the Hand in Hand Partnership (HIHP). 
The HIHP is an organization that provides women with mobile devices 
so that they can launch their own tech-driven businesses. The HIHP 
helps train and provide technical support for these women. By 
encouraging women to innovate ideas instead of just giving them 
technology, HIHP is helping to better the economy in a sustainable and 
long-term way. 
 
 
 
Other countries successful in creating businesses are Nigeria, Egypt 
and Indonesia. Thirty eight percent of these countries’ gross domestic 
product (GDP) was generated by micro-entrepreneurs. In a 2011 World 
Bank report, figures showed that small businesses like these create new 
jobs and generate new ideas — both of which are great for helping 
economies. 
 

 
 
 

http://www.inveneo.org/projects/broadband-for-good/
http://www.inveneo.org/projects/broadband-for-good/
https://www.fairobserver.com/region/africa/importance-technology-economic-and-social-development/
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AGENDA ITEM B: Revision of International 
Economic Cooperation Organizations 
 
a.Abstract 
 
Given the influential role that the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) plays in educational 
governance, we believe it is timely to provide an in-depth review of its 
education surveys and their associated human capital discourses. By 
reviewing and summarizing the OECD’s suite of education surveys, this 
paper identifies the ways in which the OECD frames these surveys and 
embeds them in human capital discourses. We observe that the OECD’s 
large-scale education surveys contribute to its growing cognitive and 
normative governance role in the global governance of education. The 
significance of our analysis lies in highlighting these surveys’ truth 
claims as objective measures of human capital while at the same time 
pointing to their contested and controversial role in broader educational 
debates. We focus on three contested terrains: student testing, 
educational system improvement, and the politics of educational reform. 
In conclusion, we suggest that there is a need for an alternative 
paradigm – one that values the significant role that public schools play in 
building socially cohesive and equitable societies. 
 

b.Introduction And Rest 
 
Over the past 50 years, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) has expanded the scope of its mandate to include 
education research and policy activities. Scholars have documented 
how the OECD influences national education policies in primary, 
secondary, and tertiary sectors primarily through its international 
education surveys, which include the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), the Teaching and Learning International 
Survey (TALIS), the Programme for the International Assessment of 
Adult Competencies (PIAAC), and the Assessment of Higher Education 
Learning Outcomes (AHELO) (Morgan and Shahjahan, 2014; Hunter, 
2012; Meyer and Benavot, 2013; Robertson, 2012; Lingard et al., 2016). 
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The OECD draws on a vast reservoir of data collected from its 
international education surveys in order to provide governments with a 
number of reports and briefs via its extensive online library. Policy brief 
series, such as PISA in Focus, Teaching in Focus, and Education 
Indicators in Focus, aim at identifying features and characteristics of the 
best performing education systems around the world. The OECD is 
quick to point out that it does not tell participating countries/economies 
how to run their education systems. It contends that its publications are 
designed to focus policymakers’ efforts on formulating and implementing 
specific policies that improve equity and educational outcomes across 
primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors. 
 
Despite these assertions, there is growing concern over the expanding 
influence of the OECD and its education surveys in national education 
policymaking. Scholars suggest that the OECD’s international education 
surveys facilitate the convergence of education policies around the 
world – what some describe as global educational governance (see 
Meyer and Benavot, 2013; Munch, 2014; Sellar and Lingard, 2013a, 
2013b; Sjoberg, 2015). By governance, scholars are referring to the 
process of governing that is not bounded by the nation-state, but 
involves multiple actors and scales (i.e. global, national, and local) in the 
policy production and implementation process (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010).  
 
While the nation- state remains key to educational policy development 
and implementation, regional and global forms of governance play an 
increasingly influential role in national policies (Grek, 2009; Meyer and 
Benavot, 2013). As Lingard et al. (2016: 44) point out, the growing 
importance of policy as numbers (i.e. the use of data and statistics to 
inform evidence-based policy) in governing education at local, regional, 
and global scales is associated with the rise of neoliberal forms of 
governance and the new managerialism that involves steering at a 
distance. 
 
Academic condemnation of the well-established PISA survey is 
particularly acute, as evidenced by an open letter to Dr Andreas 
Schleicher, the director of the OECD program, from a group of more 
than 80 high-profile academics from around the world. The open letter 
essentially argued that PISA was damaging education worldwide by 
escalating testing, emphasizing a narrow range of measureable aspects 
of education, and shifting education policies to find ‘‘short-term fixes’’ 
designed to help a country climb in the rankings (Andrews et al., 2014).  
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The OECD counters academic critics who suggest PISA, TALIS, PIAAC, 
or AHELO have created a hegemonic grip on education policymaking 
(Kell and Kell, 2010) by asserting a robust causal link between 
education skills and economic and social outcomes in a growing number 
of OECD countries (OECD, 2009). The OECD views its education 
research and policy suggestions as contributing to economic prosperity 
and social well-being. Overall, the OECD has successfully linked the 
discourse of education to economic issues and thus created public 
demand for education reforms (see Niemann, 2009; Trohler, 2014). 
  
 
 Given the influential role that the OECD plays in educational 
governance, we believe it is timely to provide an in-depth review of its 
education surveys and their associated human capital discourses. We 
observe that the OECD’s large-scale education surveys contribute to its 
growing cognitive and normative governance role in the global 
governance of education (Lingard et al., 2016; Woodward, 2009). More 
specifically, the OECD has pursued a strategy of ‘‘soft’’ persuasion that 
naturalizes the idea that performance in a series of measurement 
exercises represents educational quality.1 Through this strategy, the 
OECD has constructed educational indicators to inform the policy 
production process while also legitimizing the use of comparative data 
as a policy tool in governing education in a neoliberal era of political and 
economic governance (Henry et al., 2001; Lingard et al., 2016; Pereyra 
et al., 2011). The OECD’s cognitive governance capacity is built through 
its network of like-minded communities of practices, while its normative 
governance is gained through the spread of its norms, ideas, and 
knowledge (Woodward, 2009). 
 
The significance of our analysis lies in summarizing key dimensions of 
the OECD’s education surveys while also highlighting their truth claims 
as objective measures of human capital. We also point to their 
contested and controversial role in broader educational debates. In the 
next section, we provide an overview of the OECD’s historical evolution 
in governing education and the emergence of its human capital 
discourses. This is followed by an analysis of the rationale for the 
OECD’s large-scale assessments. We then explore the policy debates 
surrounding the OECD’s education surveys in terms of student testing, 
educational system improvement, and the politics of education reform. 
The OECD’s historical evolution in educational governance 
The OECD’s precursor, the Organisation for European Economic 
Cooperation, was created to assist with European economic recovery 
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after World War II. The OEEC was reconstituted as the OECD with 20 
states originally signing the Convention on the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development on 14 December 1960. Since 
then, 14 additional states have become members of the OECD with 
Chile, Estonia, Israel, and Slovenia joining in 2010. The OECD’s 
mandate is to promote policies that ‘‘achieve the highest sustainable 
economic growth and employment and a rising standard of living’’ and 
‘‘contribute to sound economic expansion’’ (OECD, 1960). 
 
The OECD is organized into a Council, the supreme body in the OECD, 
committees, and directorates. Chaired by the Secretary General, the 
Council has two sets of members: the Ministerial Council, which meets 
annually; and the Council of Permanent Representatives, which meets 
monthly and is equivalent in its role to the ‘‘Board of Directors’’ of a 
business corporation (Carroll and Kellow, 2011: 12). The directorates of 
the OECD employ civil servants who service the various committees but 
who are expected to be loyal to the organization. The OECD Secretariat 
manages and administers OECD work. The OECD Secretariat is 
headed by the Secretary General, who is assisted by a deputy and 
assistant Secretary Generals. 
 
Woodward describes the OECD as an international organization that 
‘‘sows the seeds of inter-state consensus and cooperation’’ (2009: 5). 
The OECD’s policy influence includes its role as a purveyor and 
legitimator of ideas as well as its knowledge production capacities as an 
international organization (Mahon and McBride, 2008; Sellar et al., 
2016). It enacts soft modes of regulation, including publication of 
comparative data such as educational and social indicators, and peer 
reviews involving country and thematic reviews (Kallo, 2009; 
 
 
 Mahon and McBride, 2008). Furthermore, its influence derives from 
demarcating norms and practices that further liberal, market friendly, 
economic policies (Henry et al., 2001; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). 
 
Over the years, education has come to occupy a central place in OECD 
economic policies, with human capital discourses informing these 
policies (Papadopoulos, 1994). During the 1960s and early 1970s, 
OECD economists and educational researchers defined educational 
issues in terms of manpower planning and investment in education.  
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OECD educational activities represented a ‘‘front-end model of 
educational policy’’ (Rubenson, 1999: 11). Educational policy was 
governed by a Keynesian understanding that state investment in 
education improved the quality of human capital. However, in the 1970s, 
economists began to doubt their Keynesian policy prescriptions as 
OECD member states faced high rates of inflation, slow economic 
growth, high rates of unemployment, and large balance of payment 
deficits. Keynesian economic policies neither succeeded in stimulating 
growth nor in reducing unemployment rates. 
 
The OECD altered its policy recommendations in the 1980s to a 
neoliberal approach. It began to recommend and support ‘‘positive 
adjustment policies’’ that relied on market mechanisms for the allocation 
of labor and capital. In 1980, the Secretary General advised member 
states not to ‘‘impede the adjustment process’’ and to ‘‘accept 
constraints on total welfare spending in order to provide increased 
investment’’ (OECD, 1980: 7, 9). The OECD, which has always 
promoted a free market economy, now shifted practices away from 
Keynesianism to neoliberalism. This shift was also accompanied by a 
new regime for governing the individual. Instead of the state being 
responsible for the individual, there was an emphasis on the 
entrepreneurial self within a ‘‘new individualized and privatized 
consumer welfare economy.’’ Under a neoliberal rationality, ‘‘[h]uman 
capital theory is rejuvenated in a privatized rather than statist or public 
form’’ (Peters, 2001: 60). 
 
In order to turn public schools into efficiently run organizations that could 
do more with less, new managerial practices were adopted from the 
private sector. These practices came to be known as the New Public 
Management Theory (NPM) and included a focus on results, outputs, 
and performance, and the construction of accountability regimes to 
address government inefficiencies (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 119). The 
measurement and monitoring of quality was a NPM technique borrowed 
from the private sector and adopted to ensure bureaucratic educational 
systems became competitive and efficient organizations (Ball, 1998).  
 
The quality of basic education became central to OECD work and 
helped propel research into educational indicators (OECD, 1984). The 
OECD held several meetings in the 1980s on the quality of education, 
resulting in the creation of the International Indicators and Evaluation of 
Educational Systems (INES) project in 1988. Several OECD members 
agreed to work together to develop a set of international educational 
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indicators that examined student flows, student outcomes and costs, 
and resources (OECD, 1988: 59). The work of the INES project 
produced OECD’s flagship publication, Education at a Glance, and its 
well-known student assessment – the PISA. 
 
The OECD’s involvement in developing educational indicators and 
producing educational surveys contributes to its global cognitive and 
normative governance roles in education and its growing authority in this 
policy sphere (Sellar and Lingard, 2013b: 187). As we shall discuss in 
the next section, the OECD’s human capital discourses validate an 
economic understanding, conceptualization, and instrumentalization of 
educational goals and objectives. The OECD derives its power from 
these discursive forms and rationalizes its educational large-scale 
surveys within this epistemological understanding of education. 
 
Morgan and Volante 779 The OECD’s human capital discourses 
The introduction of Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS) by the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA) in 1995 and later PISA by the OECD in 
2000 ushered in a new accountability paradigm. Armed with 
comparative education data, governments around the world soon began 
to debate and, in many cases, assert a strong causal link between 
education systems, human capital, and economic prosperity. The OECD 
has facilitated this growing discourse through its public statements and 
publications that promote the importance of human capital for the 21st 
century. Yet, assumptions surrounding the importance of human capital 
rarely consider other factors that contribute to economic prosperity, such 
as economic development policies, industrial and trade policies, capital 
investment, and the availability of natural resources (Morris, 2015). 
 
The OECD defines human capital as the ‘‘knowledge, skills, 
competencies and attributes embodied in individuals that facilitate the 
creation of personal, social and economic well- being’’ (Keeley, 2007: 
29). It asserts that education is a key factor in forming human capital 
and that the impact of human capital is reflected across a range of 
economic and social areas. For example, OECD research suggests that 
human capital raises economic growth, employment prospects, health 
levels, and community involvement (Keeley, 2007; OECD, 2010, 
2013b). Just as investments in a bank have the potential to provide 
long-term returns, the OECD contends that investments in education 
produce human capital returns with benefits to both the individual and 
the country/economy. Based on this narrative, Governments around the 
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world must take active steps to improve human capital so that their 
citizens are ideally positioned to compete in the rapidly changing 21st 
century knowledge economy. 
 
Human capital theory assumes that labor markets operate efficiently 
without any interference. Hence, it is up to those entering the labor 
market to invest in their human capital and compete for jobs. So, the 
more people invest in their education, the higher the economic returns 
manifested in improved income returns (Lauder, 2015). The theory 
neglects to account for economic structures that contribute to low 
wages, unemployment, and underemployment (Bluestone, 1977), a 
country’s economic development policies (Morris, 2015), its skills 
formation policies, and global labor market mobility, which allows states 
to import their skilled labor (Lauder, 2015). Despite these weaknesses in 
the explanatory power of human capital theory, the OECD continues to 
use it in its discourse on education and skills. 
 
In recent years, the OECD has intensified its human capital discourses 
in two ways. Firstly, it linked its education work to its Skills Strategy 
(Lingard et al., 2016). The OECD emphasizes the importance of skills on 
its OECD Skills homepage entitled ‘‘Building the right skills and turning 
them into better jobs and better lives. Secondly, the OECD linked 
human capital discourses to economic growth through empirical 
analysis. It has adopted Erick Hanushek’s work, which measures a 
nation’s cognitive skills based on international test scores as a 
determinant of a country’s economic growth. The conclusion is that a 
population’s knowledge capital, or collective cognitive skills, is by far the 
most important determinant of a country’s economic growth. 
Few OECD critics would dispute the associated link between education 
and economic and social advantage. Indeed, most would concur that 
investments in education are critically important. As previously 
suggested, it is the perceived limitations and utilization of 
  
 
 international surveys as well as the underlying motivations for particular 
policy directions that are often situated in the ‘‘eye of the storm’’. Critics 
argue that while intelligence is a well- known determinant of economic 
outcomes, and schooling is an important enhancer of cognitive abilities 
(Rindermann, 2008), the causal link between education and economic 
prosperity is mediated by a number of intervening variables that reside 
outside of education systems. Consequently, education reforms that are 
primarily motivated by a desire to improve human capital may be based 
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on unsubstantiated claims. They also have the potential of diminishing 
other important aspects of an educational experience or system. 
 
The OECD’s international education surveys and their rationale 
The OECD has played a key role in the production and distribution of 
some of the most influential international educational indicators and 
surveys used in educational policy circles (Lingard et al., 2016). Its 
international education surveys, such as the PISA, the TALIS, the 
PIACC, and AHELO, are powerful tools for exercising cognitive and 
normative governance. The OECD disseminates survey results in a 
manner that encourages comparisons across countries/economies, 
while also publishing reports and briefs that influence the future direction 
of national education policy. For the most part, governments value these 
survey results because they provide an ‘‘objective’’ measure for their 
citizenry’s knowledge and skills in a market-oriented globally competitive 
economy. Table 1 provides a summary of each survey and its 
corresponding human capital measure. 
 
Using its skills and knowledge definition of human capital, the OECD 
builds the rationale for its large-scale surveys and interconnects the 
results it derives from them to construct its policy discourses and 
solutions. In effect, we suggest that these education surveys serve as 
powerful tools for the epistemological governance of education under 
neoliberalism (Lingard et al., 2016). 
 
The rationale for measuring adult skills and young people’s skills. The 
International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), which was implemented in 
1994, represented the first clear attempt by the OECD to link literacy 
skills to the concept of human capital formation (Morgan, 2011). Under 
the IALS, literacy skills were viewed as an ‘‘element of human capital’’ 
that contributes both to ‘‘personal development’’ and ‘‘to aggregate 
economic and social performance’’ (OECD and Statistics Canada, 2000: 
61). Instead of relying on educational attainment as a measure for 
human capital formation, workers could be directly assessed for their 
levels of functional literacy.  
 
The idea of measuring knowledge based on literacy skills was adopted 
by the OECD for another assessment aimed at measuring student 
knowledge: the PISA. When the PISA was conceived in 1997, its 
approach for testing students was revolutionary, since its foundation for 
measuring learning outcomes in reading, science, and mathematics was 
based on students’ life skills and literacy rather than curriculum content.  
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As the OECD likes to promote on its website, ‘‘PISA is unique because it 
develops tests which are not directly linked to the school curriculum’’ 
(OECD, n.d.-b). Thus, the IALS and the PISA are conceptually 
interconnected as measures of human capital; the first targets literacy 
skills of 16–65-year-olds whereas the latter targets that of 15-year-olds. 
 
The OECD replaced the IALS with the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills 
Survey (ALL), which was administered first in 2003 and then again 
between 2006 and 2008. Today, the OECD has reincarnated the IALS 
as the PIAAC – also known as the Survey of Adult Skills. 
 
 
The PIACC builds on these previous adult literacy surveys by including 
reading skills in digital environments. The PIACC extends PISA but 
targets adults aged 16–65. According to the OECD, the PIACC 
measures ‘‘the current state of the skills of individuals and nations in the 
new information age’’ (OECD, 2015b). The survey assesses 
foundational information- processing skills in three key areas: literacy, 
numeracy, and problem solving. For the OECD, these core skills form 
the basis for the development of other higher-level skills that are 
essential for adults in home, school, work, and community settings. The 
PIACC survey also provides information on various generic skills, such 
as co-operation, interpersonal communication, and organizing one’s 
time. The initial administration of the survey from 2011 to 2012 included 
166,000 adults in 22 OECD countries and the partner countries Russia 
and Cyprus (OECD, 2013b). The OECD released the PIACC results in 
2013. 
 
The OECD notes that governments and stakeholders need to measure 
their citizen’s adult literacy skills ‘‘in order to monitor how well prepared 
they are for the challenges of the modern knowledge-based society’’ 
(OECD, 2015b). Similarly, the OECD points out that the PISA ‘‘assesses 
the extent to which 15-year-old students have acquired key knowledge 
and skills that are essential for full participation in modern societies’’ 
(OECD, 2014a: 3). Thus, low scores on adult literacy surveys or on the 
PISA are associated with skills deficits among adult and student 
populations. By making connections between its surveys, the OECD 
reinforces its normative governance over education policy. For example, 
when the OECD reports on the PISA 2012 results, it emphasizes the 
importance of developing students’ mathematics skills by stating that its 
adult surveys indicate that ‘‘poor mathematics skills severely limit 
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people’s access to better-paying and more-rewarding jobs’’ (OECD, 
2014a: 4). It further notes that adults with ‘‘strong skills in mathematics 
are also more likely to volunteer, see themselves as actors in rather than 
as objects of political processes, and are even more likely to trust 
others’’ (OECD, 2014a: 4). The policy recommendations flowing from 
the OECD’s rationale associates young people’s mathematics skills 
levels with improved life chances when they become adults. 
 
 
In its policy discourses, the OECD’s recent publications link improved 
performance levels in its surveys to economic growth. PISA test scores 
levels are associated with a specific skills level. The OECD defines 
‘Basic Skills’ or ‘‘modern functional literacy’’ as PISA Level 1 skills, 
which is equal to a score of 420 points (OECD, 2015a: 15). By 
increasing its score level or skills level, a country can achieve a higher 
level of economic growth. For example, in its PISA 2012 analysis, the 
OECD noted that ‘‘if all students attained Level 2 proficiency in 
mathematics the combined economic output of OECD countries would 
be boosted by around USD 200 trillion’’ (OECD, 2014a: 9). 
 
 
The most recent administration of the PISA in 2015 included students 
from more than 70 countries/economies around the world. Given the 
scale of the PISA, it is not surprising that it has been referred to as ‘‘one 
of the largest non-experimental research exercises the world has ever 
seen’’ (Murphy, 2014: 898). Although other international achievement 
studies, such as the TIMSS and the Progress in International Reading 
and Literacy Study (PIRLS), have a longer history than the PISA, they 
do not attract the same attention globally. The popular media, 
particularly within Western nations, describe the PISA as the ‘‘Olympics 
of education’’ (see Alphonso, 2013; Petrelli and Winkler, 2008; Scardino, 
2008). The OECD continues to expand its epistemological governance 
through the PISA. It has introduced new tests such as creative problem 
solving and financial literacy (introduced in 2012) and collaborative 
problem solving (introduced in 2015). It has also created the PISA-
based Tests for Schools designed to measure individual school 
performance (OECD, 2012a; Rutkowski, 2014), as well as PISA for 
Development designed for low- and middle-income countries (Bloem, 
2013, 2015). 
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The rationale for measuring teachers’ skills. Angel Gurria, the Secretary 
General of the OECD, emphasizes that ‘‘beyond the influence of parents 
and other factors outside the school, teachers provide the most 
important influence on student learning’’ (OECD, 2014d: 5). From a 
human capital lens, teachers are important precisely because they 
prepare students to become life-long learners and provide them with the 
skills necessary to become active and engaged members of society 
(OECD, 2014d). Thus, for the OECD, improvements in teaching can 
lead to better student learning and more effective education systems 
(OECD, 2014d). 
 
The OECD launched, in 2008, the TALIS (2008). It implemented the 
TALIS again in 2013. According to the OECD, the TALIS results shed 
light on a variety of teaching/learning issues, such as the changing 
demographics of the teaching profession, the types of leadership 
practices exercised in schools, structural barriers to teachers’ 
professional development, the 
 nature and scope of teacher appraisal systems, and factors associated 
with positive teacher self-efficacy and job satisfaction (OECD, 2008). 
TALIS 2013 included a PISA–TALIS link: those countries/economies 
that participated in PISA 2012 were provided with the option to 
implement the TALIS in the same schools that participated in the PISA 
(OECD, 2014d). This means that analysis of TALIS results can be used 
to link student learning outcomes from the PISA to teachers’ 
characteristics (OECD, 2014c). Teachers’ unions have resisted these 
efforts by the OECD to expand PISA’s reach to include assessment of 
teaching (Lingard et al., 2016). 
 
The rationale for measuring higher education learning outcomes. The 
OECD recently carried out a feasibility study of the AHELO, which was 
completed in December 2012, to see if it is practically and scientifically 
feasible to assess what higher education students know and can do 
upon graduation. As a human capital metric, the AHELO measures both 
students’ subject matter knowledge as well as their above content skills  
their capacity to apply and use their knowledge (OECD, 2012b). The 
feasibility study included a focus on generic skills, economics, and/or 
engineering from a sample of 23,000 students nearing the end of their 
three- or four-year degree. Participants were drawn from 248 higher 
education institutions across 17 countries/economies [Abu Dhabi, 
Australia, Belgium (Flanders), Canada (Ontario), Columbia, Egypt, 
Finland, Italy, Japan, Korea, Kuwait, Mexico, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Russia, Slovakia, and the USA (CT, MO, PA) OECD, 2016]. According 
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to the OECD, the AHELO takes a similar approach to other 
assessments like the PISA in that it directly assesses student 
knowledge and skills.  
 
However, the OECD’s focus was on institutions rather than comparisons 
at the national level that occur through the publication of league tables. 
In the current feasibility stage, participating institutions were provided 
with anonymized data to facilitate benchmarking against their peers. 
Some of the key findings from the feasibility study were shared at an 
OECD conference in March 2013 titled ‘‘Measuring learning outcomes in 
Higher Education: Lessons learnt from the AHELO Feasibility Study and 
next steps.’’ Findings were also summarized in the third and final 
‘‘AHELO Feasibility Study Report – Volume 3’’ (OECD, 2013c) that 
included proceedings from the March 2013 conference in Paris. Overall, 
one of the main conclusions of the OECD was that the ‘‘AHELO 
feasibility study demonstrated that it is feasible to develop instruments 
with reliable and valid results across different countries, languages, 
cultures and institutional settings’’ (OECD, 2012c: 31). In its reports, the 
OECD has indicated that member countries will decide whether they 
want to delve deeper into particular subjects (generic skills, economics, 
and/or engineering) and/or take steps towards conducting a full-scale 
AHELO. The OECD envisions that the AHELO will become a regular 
assessment (Morgan and Shahjahan, 2014). For the time being, 
however, the AHELO has been put on hold due to other members’ 
priorities (Shahjahan et al., 2014). 
 
In summary, the OECD asserts that its international education surveys 
should play an important role in the development and ongoing revision 
of national education policies. For example, it notes that the PISA 
survey allows educational jurisdictions to evaluate education systems 
worldwide and provides valuable information to participating 
countries/economies so they are able to ‘‘set policy targets against 
measurable goals achieved by other education systems, and learn from 
policies and practices applied elsewhere’’ (OECD, 2014b: 2). Similarly, 
the TALIS ‘‘sheds light on which [teaching] practices and policies can 
spur more effective teaching and learning environments (OECD, 2013a: 
3). The OECD claims that TALIS results enable countries to see more 
clearly where imbalances might lie and also help teachers, schools, and 
policymakers learn from these practices at their own level and at other 
educational levels as well. The PIAAC survey assists governments in 
assessing, monitoring, and analyzing the level and distribution of skills 
among their adult populations, as well as the utilization of skills in 
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different contexts (OECD, 2013b). The tools that accompany the PIAAC 
survey are designed to support countries/economies as they develop, 
implement, and evaluate the development of skills and the optimal use 
of existing skills (OECD, 2013b). Lastly, the AHELO offers participating 
institutions the opportunity to identify the main challenges, 
achievements, and lessons associated with the examination of higher 
education learning outcomes and juxtapose their results against their 
peers. The OECD draws on these measures of human capital to offer 
policymakers and analysts a one-stop location called Education GPS, 
branded as ‘‘the world of education at your fingertips,’’ which provides 
users with a sophisticated visual mapping of education policies (see 
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/). In combination, nation-states can utilize 
these education surveys and the OECD’s online tools to manage their 
educational systems at a distance. However, as we shall discuss in the 
next section, there are important debates surrounding the use of these 
surveys as education policy levers. 
 
Policy Debates 
Despite the OECD’s efforts to legitimize the use of its international 
education surveys through the human capital paradigm, the use of these 
surveys to inform education policy and reforms remains a contested 
terrain. Policymakers and educators assume that these surveys provide 
a reliable proxy for a nation’s stock of human capital (Morris, 2015), yet 
issues arise in the use of these surveys as policy levers by national 
governments. We focus on three areas that are particularly divisive: 
student testing, education system improvements, and the politics of 
educational reform. In each of these areas, there is a clear division 
among proponents and detractors of these surveys. For example, test 
scores, according to critics, are not a good measure of economic 
potential, and as such, PISA envy (The Economist, 2013) is an 
unnecessary distraction and misguided preoccupation (Bracey, 2009).  
 
Similarly, many of the education policies and associated reforms 
promoted by the OECD are generally viewed as contributing to system 
homogenization rather than system improvement across levels of 
education. Lastly, some critics argue that international education 
surveys are instruments that promote broader neoliberal political 
objectives, which erode teachers’ professional autonomy and reduce or 
skew investments in public and higher education. An understanding of 
the debates surrounding the contested terrains of student testing, 
educational system improvement, and politics of educational reform is 
particularly important when contemplating the potential opportunities 
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and constraints that may be associated with the OECD’s international 
education surveys. 
 
Student testing divide. The OECD argues, quite persuasively, that the 
Key Competencies (KCs) measured by the PISA, and more recently the 
PIACC, form the foundation for success in education and future 
economic and social outcomes. Students who score poorly in the areas 
of reading, mathematics, and science are less likely to attend post-
secondary schools and more likely to secure lower-level employment. 
The OECD’s epistemological framework combines results from the 
PIACC with longitudinal studies in a number of countries in order to 
confirm claims that the skills the PISA measures lead to educational 
success as well as labor market success (OECD, 2009). 
 
 Thus, it is not surprising that the human capital discourses that 
underpin the PISA are being adopted by supranational organizations 
such as the European Union and are increasingly being integrated into 
national and sub-national curricular policies of advanced industrial 
nations with the aim to improve human capital (Engel and Frizell, 2015; 
Grek, 2009; Takayama, 2013). There is also evidence that governments 
have modified their national assessment systems in an effort to mimic 
PISA-like competencies (see Meyer and Benavot, 2013; Morgan, 2016; 
Niemann, 2009). 
 
Critics counter by noting that international testing programs such as the 
PISA do not celebrate differences – they are more likely to produce 
convergence in terms of what is seen to be valuable in educational 
terms (Benavot, 2013; Berliner, 2015; Kamens, 2013; Uljens, 2007). The 
excessive focus on reading, mathematics, and science takes attention 
away from the less measurable or immeasurable educational objectives 
such as physical, moral, civic, and artistic development, thereby 
dangerously narrowing our collective view regarding the purpose of 
education (Andrews et al., 2014; Meyer et al., 2014b). There are also 
growing concerns that the OECD efforts to link PISA results with TALIS 
findings will result in the promotion of a prescribed set of teaching and 
leadership practices within schools based on skewed data. The latter 
concern seems well founded, since the TALIS is essentially an 
aggregation of subjective self-report data and corresponding reports 
allow for observations of correlations between variables, not causal 
relationships (Burns and Darling-Hammond, 2014). Overall, the general 
sentiment is that the relationships uncovered by international education 
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surveys and the implications often extrapolated by national policymakers 
far outstretch the test or surveys’ predictive abilities. 
 
Literacy theorists and researchers critique IALSs such as the PIACC for 
their decontextualized and reductionist approaches (see Hamilton, 2012;  
Hamilton and Barton, 2000; Hunter, 2012). They argue that these test 
forms are partial and cannot capture the complexity of workplace 
learning and literacies that take place among adult workers. Tests such 
as the PIACC focus on test takers’ experience with test documents 
rather than their literacy competence. Critics find it problematic that the 
PIACC approach to measuring literacy is mimicked in national literacy 
initiatives, since it discounts the rich and creative literacy practices 
among workers that researchers have documented and on which 
workplace literacy programs can be built. 
 
Although international surveys such as the PISA and the PIACC provide 
an important reference point to evaluate success in KCs, they are 
insufficient measures of education and training system performance.  
 
Few measurement experts would suggest that any international 
education survey, no matter how reliable and valid the data, could 
possibly measure the cumulative impact of education on human capital 
or cultural development. There are certainly examples of individuals who 
go on to lead very productive and affluent lives whose strengths in 
school lie outside the areas most commonly tested in international 
education surveys. Furthermore, the narrowing of the curriculum that is 
commonly associated with large-scale testing has a tendency to 
emphasize basic, rather than critical thinking skills (Berliner, 2011; 
Griffin et al., 2012). Psychologists also note that tests such as the PISA 
narrowly focus on cognitive skills and do not adequately measure non-
cognitive skills, which contribute to student success at school and 
improve life outcomes (Kautz et al., 2014). Unfortunately, the league 
tables that often accompany the public release of international 
benchmark data are susceptible to misuse by politicians who seek to 
intensify national testing in core subject areas and justify contentious 
policies that conveniently fit their predetermined educational reforms 
(Bank, 2013; Takayama, 2008). 
 
 Education system improvement divide. As previously noted, the OECD 
does not tell participating countries/economies how to run their 
education systems. It contends that its policy briefs and other research 
publications provide governments with important starting points when 
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deliberating system improvements and reforms. For example, the OECD 
states that ‘‘PISA offers policy makers and educators a way to identify 
the world’s most effective education policies that they can then adapt to 
their local contexts’’ (OECD, 2013d: 2). Similarly, the TALIS is ‘‘useful 
for policy makers, principals, and teachers themselves, and many 
implications for policy and practice can be extrapolated from the 
findings’’ (OECD, 2013a: 27). Lastly, the PIAAC ‘‘assesses the 
performance of education and training systems, workplace practices and 
social policies ... [to help] identify policy levers to reduce deficiencies in 
key competencies’’ (OECD, 2013b: 25). The preceding points suggest 
that according to the OECD, it ultimately charges national governments 
with the important task of policy translation and adaption. 
 
The counter-argument suggests that the growing influence of the OECD 
in education policy may be more direct and pronounced, operating as a 
global ‘‘soft power.’’ Although the OECD recommendations and 
suggestions are non-binding for member states, the instruments and 
tools they utilize for transmitting policies and expert advice amount to a 
soft mode of regulation that act as a mechanism of transnational 
regulation and governance (Morgan and Shahjahan, 2014; Bieber and 
Martens, 2011; Mahon and McBride, 2008; Niemann, 2009; Pereyra et 
al., 2011). A number of critics further assert that national governments 
are often compelled to adopt policies that impoverish the diversity of 
innovative approaches to education – essentially promoting system 
homogeneity. Furthermore, the rapid progress that some countries have 
demonstrated in rankings is a direct result of a narrow focus on 
education outcomes and educational uniformity (Corbett, 2008; 
Goldstein, 2014; Meyer et al., 2014a). It should be noted that while the 
general global trend underscores the expanding influence of the OECD 
on education systems, there are a wide range of policy responses to 
international education surveys such as the PISA from highly reactive to 
very modest or in some cases negligible (see Volante, 2015; Baird et al., 
2011; Breakspear, 2012; Pons, 2012). For example, in England, the 
tendency is to use international student assessment results to 
implement quick fixes in the educational system, whereas in Finland, 
these results are integrated into a lengthy and deliberative educational 
reform process (Chung, 2015). Such evidence points to important cross- 
cultural differences on the impact of the OECD’s educational research 
and policy activities on national education systems. 
 
Politics of educational reform divide. The underlying political motivation 
for the emergence and promotion of international education surveys by 
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the OECD is highly contested by various stakeholders, particularly those 
in academia. As previously suggested, the OECD contends that 
international education surveys play a key role in assessing skills since 
they have become the global currency of the 21st century. The built-in 
assumption is that their international education surveys measure ‘‘the 
right skills’’ and governments would be wise to adopt policies and 
reforms that align with their published findings to optimize their human 
capital. Not surprisingly, the OECD avoids connecting any of their policy 
suggestions with a direct reference to a political orientation. Indeed, a 
search of the term ‘‘neo- liberal’’ on their skills website yields no 
matches (as of 5 October 2015). The overarching message is that 
international surveys benefit all countries/economies regardless of any 
particular government’s political platform. However, as Bloem (2013, 
2015) points out, the performance of countries/economies on the PISA 
varies widely, particularly when their social and economic development 
are taken into consideration. Not all countries/economies have the 
technical capacity and training to integrate the results from these 
surveys to inform their education reforms. More significantly, for low-
income countries, these surveys are quite expensive, diverting valuable 
financial resources from their education budget (Bloem, 2015). 
 
A significant number of academics are not convinced that the OECD 
activities in education are politically neutral. The general sentiment 
among critics is that international education surveys administered by the 
OECD are motivated by an overarching desire to promote neoliberal 
policies that facilitate privatization and reduced government spending in 
education (Meyer and Benavot, 2013; Takayama, 2013; Uljens, 2007).  
 
Robertson (2012) argues that neoliberalism is the dominant hegemonic 
project in many parts of the world where the discourse in education 
policies is tied to ideas such as the ‘‘global knowledge economy’’ and 
the framing of education problems and their desirable solutions include 
privatization, decentralization, and quality control. More importantly, she 
argues that ‘‘non-state’’ actors such as the OECD seek to mobilize 
social networks so that they can advance projects of education 
governance and rule via international education surveys such as the 
PISA and the TALIS. Overall, she considers these types of projects 
‘‘scopic systems’’ in global education policymaking that simplify the 
complexity and diversity of education systems so that ‘‘one-size fits all’’ 
neoliberal policy solutions can be promoted in both member and non-
member states.  
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Overall, the political divide would appear to be the most difficult to 
reconcile, since it underscores the growing tensions that exist between 
economic and education policies as well as the human capital 
discourses that appear to be gaining traction and momentum as a 
starting point for the deliberation of large-scale educational reform. 
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