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Two intellectual giants and prime scholars of comparative history of education have 
joined forces to write a book on global governance of education. There is no sec-
ond to Maren Elfert’s precise and in-depth historical analyses of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Likewise, Christian 
Ydesen’s research on the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) is comprehensive, ranging from a historical account of the organisa-
tion itself to country-level encounters with the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) and other OECD governance instruments in education. What is 
more, these two co-authors are masters in choosing great, self-explanatory titles, as 
evidenced in these sections of chapter 2: UNESCO: The Idealist; The OECD: The 
Master of Persuasion; The World Bank: The Master of Coercion.1

Having read about the co-authors’ great accomplishments in recounting the his-
tories of UNESCO and the OECD, one may have noticed the omission of the World 
Bank. However, the book makes it abundantly clear that the early history of the 
World Bank is intertwined with that of UNESCO. A little-known fact, described in 
chapter 4, is the close collaboration between the two intergovernmental organisations 
in the early days of World Bank lending in education. In the early years, the Bank’s 
portfolio in education was almost identical with that of UNESCO. The connection 
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1  Chapter 2, entitled “UNESCO, the OECD and the World Bank: A Global Governance Perspective”, is 
in fact openly accessible: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​978-3-​031-​40411-5_2
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between the two organisations was sealed through a Co-operative Agreement signed 
in 1964 (UNESCO et al. 1964). However, after gaining access to countries of the 
Global South with the help of UNESCO, the World Bank started to distance itself 
from UNESCO. It became increasingly apparent that the two organisations shared 
neither outlooks and priorities nor a modus operandi in terms of governance. As 
pointed out by Elfert and Ydesen, the authority of the World Bank derived from its 
“funding power and claims to managerial-scientific efficiency” (p. 100), while UNE-
SCO’s strategy emerged from its rights-based approach to education. I would like 
to add here that UNESCO likewise had power, but of a different sort: it is the only 
intergovernmental organisation that worked on both sides of the Iron Curtain during 
the period of the Cold War (1947–1991), according each state equal political weight 
regardless of the country’s economic standing. UNESCO’s loyalty bonus, trust and 
good relationship with the recipient governments should not be underestimated as 
an invaluable asset for the Bank.

The relationship between the two of them eventually turned sour, and UNESCO 
was not prepared to implement projects on behalf of the World Bank. Signalling 
the advent of a new era in which both organisations were determined to work inde-
pendently in education, the World Bank published its first Education Sector Policy 
Paper in April 1980 (World Bank 1980), moved away from a focus on higher educa-
tion and turned its attention towards basic education. George Psacharopoulos was 
appointed the head of the first research unit of the Bank’s Education Department 
established in 1981 and made it his project to prove to economists both within and 
outside the Bank that investing in primary education pays off both in terms of the 
private and the social returns on education.

The Bank’s very first education-related strategy had all the signs of a knowledge 
bank in the making. Chapter 5 explores the numerous intra- and interorganisational 
struggles of the Bank to obtain data, preferably reliable comparable statistics world-
wide. In many ways, chapter 5 (“The Turbulence of Statistics in Education”) leads 
up to chapter 6 (“From Lifelong Learning to the Measurement of Skills”), in which 
Elfert and Ydesen shed light on the context and rationale for the establishment of the 
OECD’s Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI). Chapter 6, in turn, 
leads up to chapter 7 (“Knowledge Brokers and Actor Entanglements in the OECD, 
UNESCO and World Bank Triangle”), which contextualises, among other things, 
the establishment of CERI’s INES (International Indicators of Education Systems) 
programme and subsequently PISA.

Along the way, the reader learns many intriguing details such as the following: 
UNESCO’s International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP) was established 
in 1961, a few years before the OECD created CERI; interestingly both with the help 
of the Ford Foundation. Phillip Coombs was appointed as the first IIEP director and 
helped to secure funding from the World Bank and the Ford Foundation. The Ford 
Foundation granted Coombs USD 200,000 as seed money to start setting up IIEP. A 
few years later, the same foundation helped build CERI, the OECD’s “sister organi-
sation” to IIEP. CERI was supposed to become for the developed world what IIEP 
was for the developing world: an education planning and research institution. To cite 
from Elfert and Ydesen’s beautifully written book:
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The creation of CERI allowed the OECD to establish education as its core 
business at a time – in the late 1960s – when this was still a controversial idea 
within the OECD. It worked on very similar issues as UNESCO – a develop-
ment that was justified by a common funder, the Ford Foundation, in terms 
of the IIEP being in charge of developing countries, and CERI for the “devel-
oped” part of the world (p. 161).

The last chapter, “Contemporary Agendas and Shifts in the Global Governance of 
Education”, portrays an unhappy ending for UNESCO in a section entitled “UNE-
SCO Lost Out Against the OECD and the World Bank”, Without any doubt, the 
departure of the United States (US) from UNESCO membership in 1984 weakened 
UNESCO financially. After turning its back on UNESCO, the US heavily invested 
in both the OECD and the World Bank. The United States’ temporary return to 
UNESCO in the new millennium (2003–2018)2 in order to enlist worldwide allies 
for its War on Terror3 did not help to counterbalance the power shift that had already 
taken place. Elfert and Ydesen convincingly show how the agendas and thematic 
priorities of the three international organisations moved into different directions, 
with UNESCO positioned at one end and the OECD together with the World Bank 
at the other end of the spectrum. The concluding chapter also shows the entry of 
other big international global actors, philanthropies and foundations, which are not 
only funding but also setting international agendas and serve as backstage policy 
advisors for governments.

This book presents many new facts on the three organisations as well as on the 
larger ecosystem of international cooperation in education. I highly recommend it 
for scholars and students engaged in comparative and international education, devel-
opment studies, international cooperation and studies on global governance.
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