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1. Introduction 
 

 

1.1. Topic and research questions  
 

‘There is nothing inherently good about education, schooling or learning. Learning can either be very good 

or very bad, depending on what is learnt, how it is learnt and what it is designed to do’. 

–Clive Harber (2014, 101) 

 

Education has been declared a human right since the establishment of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights of 1948. Traditionally, the access to primary schooling has been seen as a critical factor to 

breaking out of the poverty cycle (Levine and Birdsall, 2005), as investment in education has been proven to 

be a key factor in both social and economic development (McMahon 1999; Psacharopoulos and Woodhall 

1985; Vila 2000). The poverty alleviating effect of formal education is shared almost without exception by 

national governments, global institutions such as the World Bank as well as international aid agencies (Harber 

2014, 18). Thus, today, every child’s right to education is widely acknowledged, and the aim of all children 

receiving formal education is a global goal that rarely is contested. However, the global education system is 

said to be facing a crisis: 60% of all children that go to school do not reach sufficient numeracy and literacy 

skills (Epstein and Yuhtas, 2013). The percentage varies greatly depending on which part of the world is 

examined, and the situation is particularly grave in Sub-Saharan Africa, where as many as 87% of children 

attending formal schooling do not learn the basics in literacy and numeracy (UNESCO Institute for Statistics).  

The fact that children are not learning in school is today widely acknowledged both in educational 

sciences and among actors in field of global development and has come to be called the ‘learning crisis’ (Kabay 

2021; Hossain and Hickey 2019; The World Bank, UNESCO and UNICEF 2021). However, the term ‘learning 

crisis’ is problematic in itself, as it relies on the premises that universal or global skills ought to be learned, 

and if not, it results in a crisis. Throughout history, childern and youth have been learning in informal ways, 

that is to say, the school is not the only place where things are learnt. A ‘schooling crisis’ could possible 

describe the situation more accurately, but even then, the question about what ought to be learned in school 

remains. I will use the term ‘learning crisis’ throughout this work despite its problemacy, as it is widely done 

so in academia, but I wish to highlight that I refer only to formal schooling and the institution that it represents.  

So, what has led to the so-called learning crisis and how are global actors responding to it? Common 

recognised problems in formal schooling today are related to access to schooling, content of schooling, 

language of instruction, and quality of education (Epstein and Yuhtas, 2013; Kabay 2021). The first problem, 

access to schooling, has improved significantly since being included in the United Nations Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). More specifically, access to schooling improved 20% in the least developed 

countries between 2001 and 2011 (Epstein and Yuhtas, 2013). However, recognised problems relating to the 
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remaining three areas still persist. Today, education curriculum1 is increasingly relying on Western values 

including standardisation both in structure and content (Sampson and Marguerite 2019, 1). This means that at 

worst, the content might only be slight adaptations from content in the Global North, and thus often distant 

and irrelevant for the learners. Alternatively, the content might be created for a specific nation, but yet remain 

distant for many ethnic groups within that nation—such as for majority, minority, and indigenous groups 

(Breidlid 2012, 3; Ng'asike 2019). Moreover, despite the extensive literature on the importance of education 

in the learner’s mother tongue or heritage language (Degraff 2017; UNESCO 2016), the language of teaching 

in for example Africa is still to a large extent a former colonial language such as Portuguese, French or English 

(Breidlid 2012, 3; Ng'asike 2019). For instance, in Haiti education is without exception in French, while 100% 

of the population speaks Haitian Creole, and only less than 5% are fluent in French (Degraff 2017). Thus, 

students are not only struggling to learn what is being taught, but then they do lean, it is often a world that is 

distant to them. The last area, quality of education, is a broader in the sense that it includes the above-mentioned 

language and content—which are linked to the promotion of values and attitudes—as well as the promotion of 

cognitive, emotional and creative skills (UNESCO 2009). 

As a response to the learning crisis, the global aid industry has shifted focus from improving access to 

schooling to improving the quality of education. There are however two pitfalls that I wish to highlight, in 

current attempts to solve the global learning crisis. The first one is the risk of ‘Westernising’ the world through 

schooling and the second one, partly inherent in the first one, is advancing an unsustainable relationship with 

nature. Here, lies the urgency of this research as well. When it comes to the first pitfall, cultural Westernisation 

and homogenisation refer to imposing the middle-class Western lifestyle and values on the rest of the world 

via development intervention. This lifestyle is characterised by, for example, life in a city, the nuclear family, 

materialism, mass-consumption, and a significant private space. The second pitfall—the advancement of an 

unsustainable relationship with nature—is particularly important, as we in addition to a learning crisis are in 

the middle of a climate crisis. This is also connected to the above-mentioned lifestyle: materialism and mass-

consumption require exploiting nature beyond its bearing capacity. People with a Non-Western epistemic 

backgrounds has been proven to have a more holistic relationship with nature, and therefore I consider it 

important to here bring up observations made notably by indigenous scholars or scholars doing research on 

indigenous peoples. They have highlighted that indigenous economies and living practices have been proven 

to correlate with ecological sustainability (Battiste 2008; Frandy and Cedeström 2017; Gorenflo et al. 2012). 

To exemplify, almost 90% of high biodiversity areas overlap with Indigenous and traditional lands (Fa et al. 

2020). 

One of the leading works that has inspired me to carry out this research is Education, Indigenous 

Knowledge, and Development in the Global South: Contesting knowledge for a sustainable future (2012) by 

Anders Breidlid. Throughout his career in global development and philology, Breidlid has published numerous 

 
1 A curriculum can broadly be defined as ‘representing a set of desired goals and values that are activated through a 

development process and culminate in a successful learning experience for the student’ (Wiles and Bondi, 2007). 
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works critiquing the dominance of hegemonic Western epistemology in the global education system. 

Furthermore, among others, Crossley and Tikly (2004) state that many existing education systems still bear 

the hallmarks of the colonial encounters in that they remain elitist, lack relevance to local realities, and are 

often at variance with Indigenous knowledge systems. The importance of disrupting the hegemony of Western 

epistemology in education lies among other things in challenging the hierarchies between different 

epistemologies (Breidlid 2012); making education more relevant in the learners’ daily lives (Keane 2008); 

enhancing cultural identity (Mawere 2015); and maintaining a holistic and sustainable relationship with nature.  

In the light of this situation, I conducted a case study among Finnish actors that engage in global 

education projects, with the primary objective of obtaining an overview of where they stand in relation to 

solving the global learning crisis. The purpose beyond the scope of this study is to contribute to increased self-

reflection among actors engaging in global education projects. I wish to highlight, that I am without doubt an 

advocate of every child’s right to learn content which advance their critical thinking and that has a positive 

effect on them and their communities. My intention is rather to reflect on what ‘good quality’ education is in 

different contexts. The case study included semi-structured interviews with 15 education experts that are 

involved in various education projects in Asia, Africa, and South America. My research questions are the 

following:  

 

1. How are local voices from the beneficiary areas included in Finnish education projects in the Global 

South? 

2. What do the actors involved in Finnish education projects in the Global South know about the local 

context in the beneficiary areas, and how have they learned it? 

3. How do the actors involved in Finnish education projects in the Global South perceive their role?  

 

Together, the main findings in this research demonstrate how current ways of globalising education 

result in cultural Westernisation and environmental ills, as they rely on Western epistemology while 

overlooking other epistemologies. The results suggest that the most common way to ameliorate the quality of 

schooling for the actors involved in this study, is by arranging teacher trainings for local teachers, while neither 

the content of schooling nor the language of instruction is in focus. Additionally, while the actors involved are 

collaborating with a wide range of stakeholders ranging from community members to education authorities, 

almost no policy level lobbying is done. Further, the results suggest that while there is a heavy reliance on 

local colleagues to act as some sort of ‘cultural filter’, this does not always come true in practise both due to 

global power dynamics and the politicized nature of education policy in the beneficiary countries. Lastly, the 

results suggest that the participants in this study are not that familiar with what is being taught, as they are not 

highly involved in planning the content of schooling. While the interviewees seem to be convinced that there 

are other local parties more suitable for planning learning materials, they simultaneously end up ignoring the 

prevailing situation in which these processes are highly monitored from the Global North. 
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The structure of this thesis is as follows: As a part of the introduction, I will move on to first presenting 

an overview of the history of global education policy with a special focus on inclusive education, after which 

I will present Finland’s development cooperation in education, in order to better understand today’s 

environment. In the second chapter, I will introduce my methodological choices and the method, my 

positionality, the ethical constraints, and lastly, I will present the collected data. From this I shall proceed to 

the third chapter, in which I will present the theoretical framework of his study, which is post-development 

and decolonial theory. Here, I will start by looking at how the idea of development has evolved into a post-

development critique. Followingly, I will present epistemological pluralism, decolonial theories, and liberating 

and engaging pedagogies. In the fourth chapter I will both present the results as well as dive into the analysis 

of the gathered data. This chapter is structured according to the three research questions presented in the 

introduction. Finally, I conclude this thesis in the fifth chapter that discloses the findings of this study.  

 

 

1.2.  A historical overview: Transnational education policy with a special 

focus on inclusive education 
 

Various UN sub-ordinated declarations and conventions have guided the global education field throughout the 

years, and a historical timeline with a special focus on inclusive education is presented in Figure 1. Before 

looking at the timeline, I would like to define inclusive education, as it is a central concept in this thesis, and 

its definition varies depending on who the defining entity is. For instance, the UN Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (2006 17), states that: 

Persons with disabilities can access an inclusive, quality and free primary education and 

secondary education on an equal basis with others in the communities in which they live.  

 

UNESCO (2020, 10) on the other hand uses a broader definition of inclusive, in which not only the needs of 

persons with disabilities are included but also: 

… the needs of the poor and the disadvantaged, including working children, remote rural 

dwellers and nomads, ethnic and linguistic minorities, children, young people and adults 

affected by conflict, HIV and AIDS, hunger and poor health, and those with disabilities or 

special learning needs. 

 

In this thesis I am referring to the broader definition, with a special focus on ethnic and linguistic groups, as I 

believe focusing on these in education projects contributes to children learning content that is relevant to them, 

in a language that they master. 
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Figure 1. A historical timeline of important declarations and conventions by different UN agencies – with a 

special focus on inclusive education.  

 

The UN Declaration of Human Rights set the stage for education as a human right in 1948, and this is 

also the first significant educational event noted on the timeline. In it, article 26 states: 

Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free /… / Education shall be directed to 

the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights 

and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all 

nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the 

maintenance of peace.  

 

In 1960 the UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in Education builds upon the 1948 declaration, and 

highlights that discrimination is not tolerated in education and defines discrimination followingly: 

The term 'discrimination' includes any distinction, exclusion, limitation or preference which, being 

based on race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

economic condition or birth. 

 

In 1975 the Declaration on Rights of Disabled Persons states that:  

Disabled persons have the right to /… / education. / … / Disabled persons shall enjoy all the rights 

set forth in this Declaration. /… / without any exception whatsoever and without distinction or 

discrimination on the basis of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinions, 

national or social origin, state of wealth, birth or any other situation applying either to the disabled 

person himself or herself or to his or her family. 
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In 1989, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child decided on children’s right to education, which made 

ratifying states obligated to make primary education mandatory and offer it for free, with the purpose of 

developing children’s abilities to their full potential (UNCRC). In the same year the Indigenous and Tribal 

People’s Convention no 165 (ILO) stated that:  

Education programmes and services for the peoples concerned shall be developed and 

implemented in cooperation with them to address their special needs, and shall incorporate their 

histories, their knowledge and technologies, their value systems and their further social, economic 

and cultural aspiration.  

 

The following year, in 1990, UNESCO’s Education for All –movement was established at the World 

Conference on Education for All, with the aim of improving access to education. The movement worked as a 

foundation in the creation of the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000, in which Goal Number 

Two was to strive for universal primary education and Goal Number Three to strive for gender equality in 

education. Moreover, in 2006 (17) the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities highlighted 

that persons with disabilities should: 

… access an inclusive, quality and free primary education and secondary education on an equal 

basis with others in the communities in which they live.  

 

The following year, in 2007 (7), the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples states that:  

Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational systems and 

institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural 

methods of teaching and learning. / … / States shall, in conjunction with Indigenous peoples, take 

effective measures, in order for Indigenous individuals, particularly children, including those 

living outside their communities, to have access, when possible, to an education in their own 

culture and provided in their own language.  

 

Lastly, in 2015, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were launched as a continuation of the MDGs 

in order to address some of the shortcomings with the predecessors. Goal Number Four is to ‘ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (UN). SDG 4 states that 

the purpose of education is to enable people to get better jobs, break out of the cycle of poverty, and improve 

the life quality (UN 2015). 

As seen, the right to education is asserted in numerous declarations and conventions of varying legal 

nature adopted the UN or organisations subjected to the UN. When the General Assembly of the UN adopts a 

particular convention, the states that ratify the agreement are obligated to act by the convention. A declaration 

on the other hand, is also an agreement between states to act in a particular manner but is not legally binding, 

which unfortunately enables various ways to get around the agreement.  
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1.3. A historical overview: Finland in the global education sector  
 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) is responsible for Finland’s official development assistance (ODA). 

Finland’s ODA is guided by international policy, such as the SDG 4 and The Framework for Action in 

Education for 2030 as well as Finland’s Development Policy 2016. Due to its high PISA scores, Finland is 

often praised internationally when it comes to its education system. Despite this, Finnish development 

cooperation in education has been quite small: between 5 and 9% of total bilateral ODA between 2006 and 

2016. In order to address this, Reinikka, Niemi, and Tulivuori published the report Stepping Up Finland’s Role 

in Global Education in 2018, as per order from the MFA. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 68, 6.) 

Nevertheless, long, decades lasting relationships, are the core of Finnish development cooperation in 

education. Finland is active in six low or lower–middle income countries: Ethiopia, Mozambique, Nepal, 

Palestinian territories, Afghanistan, and Myanmar. The partnership with Ethiopia started already in the 1980s, 

while cooperation with Mozambique, Nepal and Palestinian territories started in the 1990s, and in the 

remaining two countries somewhat later. Ukraine is a newcomer among partner countries and a bilateral project 

is about to start here. While Finland in the past has had mostly bilateral projects in these countries, today the 

aim is to support the overall development of the education sector by participating in so–called sector programs. 

Sector programs work particularly well in public sector matters such as education, as these programs have the 

capacity to target large topics such as the learning crisis. The aim of these programs is also to reduce the 

incoherence experienced by the recipients, which handling various different projects by multiple different 

actors leads to. In 2002 the sector program Global Partnership for Education was introduced, and it entails 

over 60 developing countries, donor governments, international organisations, civil society organisations 

(CSOs), and private companies (Yogo 2017, 391). Moreover, sector programs are also better especially for 

small players like Finland, in terms of the influence achieved alone compared with the influence achieved 

together with collective financing. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 29, 33, 35.) 

Despite the benefits of sector programs, the World Bank has estimated that in low–income countries, 

where Finnish foreign aid is concentrated, only 14% of children obtain minimum proficiency in maths by the 

end of primary school based on PISA scores. This indicates that current ways of addressing the learning crisis 

needs to be re–evaluated. As a part of government–to–government aid, Finland does fund the Higher 

Education Institutions (HEI) Institutional Cooperation Instrument (ICI) program. Between 2013 and 2020 the 

program has funded 43 projects with the aim to ‘strengthen higher education institutions in developing 

countries by enhancing administrative, field-specific, methodological and pedagogical capacity’ which is done 

in cooperation with Finnish higher education institutions. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 6, 39.) 

In addition to bilateral aid, Finland makes financial contributions to a wide range of multilateral actors, 

who further allocate these funds into various educational projects. In 2015, 45% of total Finnish ODA went to 

multilateral agencies – such as UNESCO, UNICEF, the EU, international financial institutions (IFIs) like the 

World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, the Global Partnership for Education (GPE), and international 
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research programs. Moreover, in 2017, 12% of all Finnish bilateral ODA was channelled through CSOs and 

around half of these organisations work in the education sector. Finland also gives financial support to 

international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) to fund the promotion of development policy that is in 

line with Finnish priorities. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 26, 43.) 

Moreover, notably since the initiatives taken during the Sipilä administration 2015–2019, Finland is 

increasingly engaged in exporting educational services and products. The main platforms or channels for 

private companies to operate form are Education Finland, XEdu, edtech, and Finnfund. Most Finnish higher 

education institutions have created companies in order to be able to export educational innovations. The target 

areas are mainly upper middle-income and high-income countries, in contrast to development assistance which 

goes almost without exception to low-income countries. While the majority of the participants in this study 

represent CSOs there are also representatives from GOs. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 47.) 

This research is especially well-timed, as Finland’s Africa Strategy was just launched in 2021 (MFA 

2021). The aim of the strategy is to diversify and deepen Finland's relations with African countries, the AU 

and regional organisations. The strategy emphasises the importance to strengthen ‘mutually beneficial political 

and economic relations’ (MFA 2021). While development cooperation will remain one of the central 

instruments of Finnish foreign policy in Africa, it is not an area of focus in the strategy. The focus is rather 

political and economic, and one of the goals is to double the trade between Finland and African countries 

between 2020 and 2030. When it comes to education, the strategy states that Finland will take a more active 

role in solving the global learning crisis, as ‘learning and education contains many trade possibilities for 

Finnish companies’ (MFA 2021, 10). It also states that Finland will increase cooperation in order to ameliorate 

educational possibilities, notably in vocational training. Finland will also continue its development cooperation 

in education via sector programs. Education is moreover mentioned in the overall reasons for creating the 

Africa Strategy: 

The youth are a crucial source of strength when it comes to the development of Africa. The 

ways in which African countries will be able to adapt to climate change, to preserve biodiversity 

and to answer to issues related to population growth by providing the youth education, jobs and 

political influence, will not only affect the development of the African continent but also Europe 

and Finland. (MFA 2021, 3.)  

 

To conclude, Finland is stepping up its role in global education beyond bilateral projects in order to have 

greater impact on global schooling. This means increased participation in multilateral initiatives as well as an 

increased inclusion of the private sector. Therefore, I consider it now more important than ever, to critically 

reflect over the type of education that is being pushed forward and its consequences.  
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2. Methodology and Data  
 

Ontological and epistemological choices compose the methodology of one’s research, which in turn, open up 

for specific suitable methods. This study applies a phenomenological methodology and inductive reasoning, 

which is common in qualitative research. This means, for example, that defining and choosing a case is always 

a reflection of one’s ontological and epistemological background (Häikiö and Niemenmaa 2007, 45). My 

ontological approach is, in line with many other social scientists, constructionist or anti-foundationalist (Berger 

and Luckmann 1991). This means that I believe the world is socially constructed, and thus cannot be observed 

objectively, as all interpretations are affected by the observer’s ontological position. I believe in line with 

relativists, that there are multiple truths rather than just one. Constructionists are also often referred to as 

interpretists, meaning that the aim of the research is to better understand the phenomena that one is researching, 

rather than to explain it. Additionally, also in line with the interpretist tradition, I wish to better understand the 

meaning that people involved in global education projects give to their work, and how they position themselves 

in relation to other actors involved. My epistemological approach is emic, meaning that I, myself, am a part of 

the research process, and all notions made are affected by the knowledge I have.  

 

 

2.1. Qualitative case study with semi-structured interviews   
 

In the light of my methodological choices, I conducted a case study among Finnish actors that engage 

in global education projects, with the primary objective of obtaining an overview of where they stand in 

relation to solving the global learning crisis. The data collection method in this study is semi-structured 

interviews—and the main data consists of 15 semi-structured interviews with Finnish experts in the field of 

education and development. 

The participants were chosen via purposive sampling—a common method when studying 

organisations—which means that I have not chosen the organisations because they would represent my 

theoretical framework, but rather because they represent the activity (global schooling projects) that I aim at 

studying (Silverman 2014, 61). My interviewees were chosen followingly: First, I aimed at obtaining an 

overview of Finnish governmental, non-governmental, and private actors that engage in education projects in 

the Global South. This resulted in a total of 58 e-mails sent directly to persons that I had identified as suitable 

for my study, out of which 15 people agreed on doing an interview. Four out of these 15 were suggested by 

someone I contacted, as they did not consider themselves suitable but guided me towards the right persons. 

This could go under the snowball technique, as an identified person further guided me to a suitable match from 

their social network. I decided to include interviewees from as wide a range of organisations as possible, as I 

saw this serving my aim of identifying overall trends among Finnish actors in the field. Like this, I avoided 

ending up with a close inspection and possible critique of one or a few organisations, which by no means was 
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my intention. It is worth mentioning that all interviewees represent either governmental or non-governmental 

actors, as no representatives from private companies responded to my interview requests. 

The main material consists of 13 interviews with 15 people from eight different organisations. One 

organisation suggested a group interview with three participants from their organisation, in order to get an ‘as 

good understanding as possible of their operations’ (personal e-mail correspondence). All participants are 

working, in one way or another, in an expert position when it comes to education development cooperation or 

export, and five of them represent a GO while the remining ten represent a CSO. Three interviewees are men 

and the remaining twelve are women. They are aged roughly between 30 and 55, but the majority of the 

individuals are closer to 55 than 30 and have already pursued a long career in the development sector. 

Education-wise they have varying backgrounds, but studies in pedagogy or international relations were most 

common. Other educational backgrounds were history, development studies, environmental studies, and 

economics. Four of the participants were currently living on site, and most of the participants currently living 

in Finland had several years of experience form living on site prior to their current roles as well. Table 1 below 

shows the code used for each participant (P1–P15), whether they represent a civil society organisation (CSO) 

or a governmental organisation (GO), as well as their position within their organisation. 

 

Participant CSO / GO Position in organisation 

P1 GO Senior Specialist, Education 

P2 GO Senior Specialist, Education 

P3 CSO Specialist, Development Cooperation  

P4 GO Senior Specialist, Education 

P5 CSO Portfolio and Partnership Manager  

P6 CSO Specialist, Education in Emergencies 

P7 GO Senior Education Advisor, Development Cooperation 

P8 CSO Specialist, Inclusive Education in Development Cooperation 

P9 GO Senior Specialist, Education 

P10 CSO Partnership Manager  

P11 CSO Specialist, Development Cooperation 

P12 CSO Specialist, Development Cooperation 

P13 CSO Coordinator (previously worked as Education Specialist)  

P14 CSO Senior Specialist, Education 

P15 CSO Portfolio and Partnership Manager  

Table 1. List of interviewees, their position in their organisation and whether they represent a GO or a CSO.  

 

The interviews were all conducted via Zoom video calls during February 2021, and the duration of each 

interview was 1–1,5 hours. I had a list of open-ended main questions and follow-up questions, that worked as 
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the framework for all my interviews. I decided to do semi-structured interviews rather than completely 

conversation like open interviews in order to make sure to cover all the important areas with each interviewee. 

If then again comparing semi-structured interviews to questionnaires, the former offers the advantage of asking 

differing follow-up questions depending on the need as well as obtaining some depth and reflection in the 

answers. Along the interview process, notably after the first five interviews, I modified my questions so that I 

personally considered them optimal in order to answer the research questions, but yet not being leading. The 

interviews were then all recorded and transcribed, and while transcribing I was likewise paying attention to 

body language and the tone of voice etc.  

To know when one’s data is saturated is not easy (Fusch and Ness 2015, 1408), but in reference to the 

most common indicators of data saturation, I consider that thirteen interviews with fifteen people was enough 

to reach data saturation. The first indication of saturation I am relying on is that during the last third of my 

interviews, I was not able to reach new information and the answers started thus to replicate themselves (Guest 

et al. 2006 in Fusch and Ness 2015, 1408). The second indication, is that the main codes found in the analysis, 

were all visible already during the first two thirds of the interviews (Guest et al. 2006 in Fusch and Ness 2015, 

1408). The same codes were likewise found in the last third. Further, the quality of the data can be confirmed 

trough the concepts of ‘rich and thick data’, rather than only concentrating on the sample size (Dibley 2011 in 

Fusch and Ness 2015, 1409). Rich data refers to the quality while thick data refers to the quantity. As stated 

previously, I modified my interview questions after each interview, until I felt that I had reached the ultimate 

questions for the purpose of my research. This contributed to gathering as rich data as possible, while the 

inclusion of eight organisations was a good representation of all actors in the field, and this contributed to the 

data being thick.   

 

 

2.2. Positionality 
 

A researcher always reflects biases, values and ideologies (Fusch and Ness 2015, 1411). This is natural, 

as these often function as the very reason to why a researcher has chosen a specific topic. Similarly, the 

Indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith starts her famous work Decolonising Methodologies (1999) by 

highlighting the importance of the position one is speaking from. Thus, I wish to include positionality to my 

understanding of transparency. My initial interest in this topic was awaken a few years ago, when during a 

class in global development studies we watched the documentary film ‘Schooling the World—The White 

Man’s Last Burden’ (2010). Despite the rather provoking and exaggerated execution of this documentary, it 

conveyed a message that opened my eyes to a whole new world. It portrayed Western knowledge in a rather 

dark light—it questioned the future of sustainable life, livelihoods, and the survival of traditions and cultures 

if the implementation of universal schooling is carried out as it is currently done. Indigenous peoples 

throughout the world are feeling the tension created by the current education system, which does not recognise 

Indigenous knowledge and openly mistrusts it as well as knowledge of elders (Battiste, 2008). The idea, that 
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the aim of all children receiving formal education, would actually be harmful if carried out as it is done today 

was new to me, and yet it just made so much sense. Eventually, I decided to approach this interesting topic by 

looking into the work of my peers: how does Finnish actors engaging in global education projects perceive the 

situation?  

However, I want to highlight that as a white, Western, cisgender woman, I am speaking from within the 

very system that I present as problematic, and my thinking will always reflect my epistemological background. 

The same applies for the participants in this study, as they are all Finnish citizens (except for one). As my 

interviewees all work in the field that was critiqued in the documentary film which sparked my interest in the 

first place, I aim at making their voices heard and simultaneously possibly getting a glimpse of how their 

epistemological backgrounds affect their thinking. I also want to highlight that I do not claim to know what 

the ideal educational outcome would be for each of the beneficiary areas included, as the local contexts vary 

to a great extent. I intend, however, to do my best in drawing conclusions on a more general level by relying 

on the accomplished theoretical frameworks of post-development and decolonial theories. 

 

 

2.3. Ethical concerns 
 

The study is conducted in line with the principles set by the Finnish National Board on Research 

Integrity (TENK 2019). For example, the interviews were conducted with respect to total anonymity. This 

means that neither will the names of the participants nor the organisations they represent be revealed. 

According to TENK (2019, 12) total anonymity ought not to be promised if it cannot be guaranteed—including 

situations where persons working in the same field could discern the participant’s identity. Consequently, the 

interview recordings and transcripts will not be published for open access, as the anonymity hence would be 

impossible to secure. However, in order to illustrate the vast diversity of actors engaging in global education 

projects included in this study, I have revealed the number of different organisations included, the working 

title of the participants, as well as whether the interviewees represent a governmental organisation (GO) or a 

non-governmental organisation (NGO). This contributes to the validity of my work as well. Additionally, 

accountability is a central concept related to ethics in research and refers to the obligations a researcher has 

towards the various participants involved (Given 2008). In this study, I have done my best in addressing my 

accountability to the research participants by first informing them via e-mail what the study is about, and that 

their voluntary participation would be appreciated due to their expertise in the field of education. In the e-mail 

I did also let them know that their participation would be totally anonymous. I considered their written response 

per e-mail as consenting to the study. Further, in the beginning of each interview I repeated who I am, my field 

of study and the theme for the interview as well as asked for their permission to record the interview. Moreover, 

I gave the interviewees the opportunity to ask questions before starting the interview, during the interview, as 

well as after finishing it. Most of the interviewees also wished to read the finished work, which I promised to 

send them. 
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I wish to shed light on two important ethical choices made in this research. The choice relates to not 

including first-hand information about ‘the local context’, that is, none of the interviewees represent the local 

context. Initially, without doubt, I was interested in approaching this topic through collaboration with a local 

community, possibly including Indigenous peoples, in a location where a selected Finnish organisation is doing 

an education related project. Like this, my research would have been in line with the arguing of the indigenous 

scholar Battiste (2008) who highlights that research affecting Indigenous peoples always should involve 

Indigenous peoples at all stages of research and planning. However, the fact that the pandemic prevented me 

from doing field research and made me refigure my approach, simultaneously solved some possible ethical 

concerns. These relate to the situation where communities in the Global South are far too often drawn into yet 

another Western study, without receiving much back. This leads to another important ethical question, raised 

by the indigenous scholar Smith: ‘Who should and could benefit from the research?’ (Smith, 1999 in Datta 

2018, 1). That is why, I am pleased to have found an angle, through which I have been able to do research ‘for’ 

local communities without having to burden them. I have rather turned my gaze towards Finnish actors, as 

they are as much a part of the equation as the local communities. All the people involved in this study are 

doing important and admirable work when it comes to empowering children and youth and I wish by no means 

to criticise the organisations nor the people who are wholeheartedly doing their job. Nevertheless, as I believe 

it is in these organisations’ and individuals’ self-interest to truly do ‘good’, it is also important for them to 

never stop critically examining the result of their work.  

Further along the research process, I encountered a second ethical dilemma related to my critical 

theoretical framework. I had conflicting feelings about how to approach the interviewees, and how to frame 

the questions in the interview guide without contaminating the research (Silvermann 2014, 151). On the one 

hand, it is important to ensure that the interviewees understand and consent to the research and I was thus 

tempted to truly be blunt about my values and assumptions (Silvermann, 145; TENK 2019, 12). On the other 

hand, this could have sparked an unconscious process that could have steered their answers. However, Noel 

(2016) points out that it is common to leave out ones’ theoretical aspirations in research with an emancipating 

aim, which is what I eventually decided to do as well. Emancipatory research aims at producing knowledge 

that can be of benefit to disadvantaged people (Noel 2016). This led me to approach the interview candidates, 

by saying—in line with the advice of my supervisor—that my research is about universalising education and 

that I am among other things interested in the perception of their own role and their interactions with locals. 

Eventually I was pleased with the decision, as I believe it contributes to the validity of the collected interview 

data.   
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3. Theoretical Approaches and Concepts 
 

This thesis is a critical study of global education projects relying on two theoretical-conceptual frameworks, 

namely post-development and decolonial theories. As a research strategy, critical theory has its roots in several 

generations of German philosophers and social theorists in Western European Marxist tradition known as the 

Frankfurt School. According to one of the most famous critical theorists, Horkheimer (1972), critical theory 

differs from traditional theory in that it seeks emancipation or liberation. Today, a wide variety of theories 

with the same emancipating aim, can be called critical theory. Other characteristics of a critical theory are their 

explanatory, practical and normative nature. This means that they must explain what is wrong with the status 

quo, identify the actors to change it, and offer clear norms for criticism and practical goals for social 

transformation. I will start by providing an overview of development theory and how the idea of development 

has evolved into a post-development critique. Followingly, I will present epistemological pluralism, decolonial 

theories, and lastly liberating and engaging pedagogies including some examples of how local knowledge and 

language have been integrated in education in for example Africa and Latin America. (Bohman 2005.) 

 

3.1. From development to post-development theory  
 

It seems safe to say, that development is generally accepted as a universal object of human life. The starting 

point of the modern development era is said to be in Harry Truman’s speech in 1949 and the Marshall Plan. 

The objective of the monetary aid that Europe received from the US was to ‘prevent’ Europe from fall into 

communism after the 2nd WW (Escobar 1995). During the 50s and 60s the dominating development theory 

was modernisation theory, and this is when much of the idea of a dualistic divide between developed and 

undeveloped was created (Escobar 1995). Walter Rostow has illustrated the logic of modernisation theory in 

The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (1960). Rostow imagines linear growth starting 

from traditional societies living on subsistence farming all the way to industrialised societies characterised by 

mass-consumption. In the following decade, a rising critique of modernisation theory started gaining foothold: 

it was critiqued for idealising the West, not taking into consideration power inequalities, and for creating so-

called ‘dependencies’ on the West. Followingly, the new development theory of the 70s, rising partly from the 

Global South, was called dependency theory. Dependency theorists claimed that aid with its basis in 

modernisation theory, came with the price of losing the control of one’s economic and political actions and 

was thus just a continuation of colonialism—so-called neo-colonialism. Dependency theorists were calling for 

alternative or socialist paths to development (Ziai 2015, 835). However, it is during the time that the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank introduced Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) 

as a means to alleviate poverty especially in Latin America. Latin American countries were granted cheap 

loans accompanied with heavy conditionalities, such as broad privatisation of activities previously 
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administered by the state. Later on, SAPs have been heavily critiqued and deemed a failure, as it resulted in 

flourished poverty rather than alleviating it.  

The environmental ills of constant growth were the first time addressed in 1972 in the Limits to Growth 

report by the Club of Rome from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Later, in 1987, the former 

female prime minister of Norway, Gro Harem Brundtland, set the stage for the theory of Sustainable 

Development in the Brundtland Report while leading the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED). This famous report stated that sustainable development is ‘meeting the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (WCED, 1987). 

Today, sustainable development is often referred to as entailing economic, social and environmental 

sustainability (Sachs 2015), and thus the preservation of biological diversity is also increasing important. In 

the 80s the social side of development also started to be increasingly recognised. In 1986 the UN decided to 

adopt the UN Declaration on the Right to Development, stating that development is a human right (United 

Nations, 1986).  

According to Harber the best measure to date that goes beyond economic growth is the yearly UN 

Human Development Report, which ranks the countries of the world between 1 and 187 based on the Human 

Development Index (HDI). HDI is calculated based on three key indicators: life expectancy at birth, years of 

enrolment in schooling, and gross national income per capita. Harber highlights, that in light of the current 

learning crisis, it is worth noting, that years of enrolment in schooling is more of an indirect measure as simply 

putting more children into school is not itself necessarily beneficial to society — it is rather the assumed results 

of education which is the reason why this is included in the HDI. Despite these different approaches to 

development, economic growth has remained pervasive in all theories. This gave birth to a robust intellectual 

critique, post-development, rising from the Global South in the 80s and 90s. (Harber 2014 12–13.) 

One of the most remarkable post-development publications is The Development Dictionary—A Guide 

to Knowledge as Power, which was edited by Wolfgang Sachs and published in 1992 (Ziai 2017). Sachs argues 

that development is depicted as a construction of the West and presupposes concepts such as modernisation, 

the monoculture of globalism, capitalism and the illusion of constant growth. Sachs (1992) gives the following 

three reasons, among others, to why there is a need to move beyond development: First, the modern life entails 

exploitation of natural resources and environmental destruction; Second, the gap between the rich and the poor 

keeps increasing; Third, development leads to cultural Westernisation and a global monoculture.  

Another founding figure in the post-development school of thought is Arturo Escobar (Ziai 2007). While 

post-development authors seem to share a dependency critique of global capitalism and neo-colonialism, they 

go further in the arguing in the sense that they search for ‘alternatives to development’ instead of ‘alternative 

development’ (Escobar 1995, 215). The reason to this is that the negative consequences are perceived as 

intrinsic to development, rather than being unintentional side-effects of it (Matthews 2007). In his book 

Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (1995), Escobar builds his analysis 

on works such as Orientalism by Edward Said, and argues that not only is the ‘third world’ conceptualised 

from the viewpoint of the West, but development is the very reason to (Escobar 1995).  
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A main argument for all post-development scholars is that development is an extension of colonialism 

and that development brought from the outside, based on Western views, will not truly help its recipients. 

However, it is of utter importance to here highlight the notion made by the South African scholar Sally 

Matthews (2007), related to what post-development theory actually is criticising. She talks about ‘Post-World 

War II development’ (PWWII) which entails all the different development strands that has occurred after the 

2nd WW (anything from state-led to market-led solutions). She says:  

Thus, the call for an ‘end to development’ and ‘alternatives to development’ is a rejection of 

the post-World War II attempts to engineer particular changes in the so-called ‘Third World’ in 

order to bring about a situation deemed by various development theorists (who, more often than 

not, do not come from the ‘Third World’) to be more desirable than the current situation. The 

call for an ‘end to development’ should not, however, be interpreted as a belief that the bettering 

of social organisation is impossible, nor as a call for a return to earlier ways of life. (Matthews 

2007, 376.) 

 

I consider this as an important notion, as I do also believe that the bettering of social organisation indeed is 

possible, but that this ought to be done in a way that is rooted in place, culture, and epistemological pluralism. 

I want to point out however, in line with Matthews, that post-development theorists do not argue that every 

PWWII initiative has failed. They recognise for example that literacy rates have improved, and infant mortality 

decreased, but their main critique is in line with the three arguments made by Sachs that are presented above 

(environmental destruction, the gap between rich and poor increases, and cultural Westernisation). Matthews 

(2007, 379) explains metaphorically: ‘To promise to deliver a starving man a meal and then only to deliver a 

few crumbs is to fail to keep a promise’. Thus, it can be said that development has failed. (Matthews 2007, 

378.) 

Post-development scholars have been pondering on the question of what alternatives to development 

could look like. They have, for example, suggested a focus on local and rural communities, and they are 

advocates of an economic model based on solidarity and reciprocity, a political model based on direct 

democracy, and a pluralistic knowledge system that includes traditional and Indigenous knowledge (Ziai 

2007). Existing alternatives to universal Western models of the economy, politics and knowledge today are 

for instance Buen Vivir in Ecuador and Bolivia, Ubuntu in South Africa, Swaraj in India, Gharbzadegi in Iran 

and Décroissance in France (Ziai 2017). At the centre of the depicted alternatives is thus discourse and 

knowledge, representation, and identity (Ziai 2015, 834). In order to foster culturally appropriate and place-

based development, a central starting point is people’s cultural believes and values. The concept of ‘community 

development’ is also relevant in these alternatives, and this aligns with the overall people-centred approach in 

post-development theory (Westoby 2014).  

To conclude, while PWWII development project is a doomed failure by post-development theorists, it 

is utterly important to highlight, that the project of improving people’s lives must not be abandoned. It is rather 
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the Western domination as a driving force that should be abandoned, and one way forward could be the 

recognition of a pluralistic knowledge system. This will be the focus of the next sub-chapter.  

 

 

3.2. Epistemological pluralism 
 

Epistemology is a philosophical branch that can be defined as the ‘theory of knowledge’ (Breidlid 2012) 

or ‘the building blocks of understanding’ (Meyer 2001). Epistemological pluralism means the recognition of 

multiple views to the world or the recognition of the ecology of knowledge (Denzin, Lincoln and Smith 2008). 

Epistemological pluralism takes into account different theories of knowledge, as well as external and internal 

powers of knowledge production (Denzin, Lincoln and Smith 2008). Epistemological questions are for 

example: ‘What is knowledge? How can we obtain it? What are legitimate sources of it? What can be known?’ 

(Denzin, Lincoln and Smith 2008). Epistemology is a central concept in this thesis, as the very reason why I 

am conducting the study is to highlight the possibilities that epistemological pluralism could offer education. 

Our epistemological background—that is, what we have learned and what we believe—affects the way we 

view and make sense of the world (Breidlid 2012). Based on this definition, I have decided to use 

epistemologies and knowledge interchangeably in my study.  

The hegemonic version of Western/Eurocentric epistemology originates in the 16th century Europe and 

has together with industrial capitalism functioned as the base for what we call modern science. Western 

knowledge is based on Cartesian philosophy, meaning that it is perceived as rational and dualistic (mind and 

body are two separate entities), and Western epistemology is considered universal and objective in the West. 

Eurocentric epistemology has also hegemonized the scientific discourse globally. It is important to note that I 

use Western epistemology in singular, as I refer specifically to the hegemonic version of Western 

epistemology. While I am aware of the multitude in Western epistemology today, it is the dominating version 

that is of interest in my study. (Breidlid 2012, 1–2.) 

Another important conceptual definition relates to using ‘local people’ when referring to all people with 

a non-Western epistemic background. This entails both small Indigenous minority groups, which is more in 

line with the traditional definition, but also the majority population groups in Africa, Asia, and Latin America 

that adhere to cultures, belief systems and epistemologies that differ from the hegemonic Western ones. The 

unifying factor for these peoples is their shared experience of domination—with the dominating force being 

Western hegemonic epistemology (Semali and Kincheloe 2011). In this context, I consider it relevant to define 

indigenous knowledge as sort of the other end of the spectrum from hegemonic Western knowledge. While a 

single universal definition of Indigenous knowledge does not exist (Kovach 2010), there are however some 

common traits, such as a holistic worldview, the knowledge is local and tied to place, it is learned by experience 

and repetitive practices, and it is orally transferred by storytelling (Chilisa 2012, 99). For example, African 

Indigenousness can be defined as ‘knowledge consciousness arising locally in association with long-term 

occupancy of a place’ (Chilisa 2012, 99). Moreover, Indigenousness can refer to the traditional norms, social 



 19 

values, and mental constructs that guide ways of living (Chilisa 2012, 99). Indigenous or plural epistemologies 

are addressed in plural, as the idea is to enlighten their multitude.  

The notion of Indigenous epistemologies is relatively recent in Western science, and its 

conceptualisation can be traced back to the 70s (Smith 1999 in Chilisa 2012, 98). After this, the idea of 

epistemological dominance has been raised as a central object of critique in various fields, such as Indigenous 

studies, post-development, decolonial, world systems and critical race theories (Andreotti, Ahenakew and 

Cooper 2011; Breidlid 2012). Indigenous epistemologies have been regarded as the ‘other’ and ‘less valuable’ 

compared to Western knowledge, and followingly advocates of other epistemologies have been marginalised 

and subalternised (Breidlid 2012, 3). The Zimbabwean scholar Chivaura (2006, 217) explains for example 

why the dominance of Western epistemology in development is problematic:  

The differences between African and European worldviews concerning earth and heaven relate to 

differences in their attitudes towards the material and the spiritual. Africans regard them as 

compatible…  The danger of adopting the European worldview to solve African problems is 

therefore obvious. It is hostile to our worldview and so is the idea of development. African 

development can only be truly achieved through an African worldview. 

 

To conclude, there is a myriad of epistemologies beyond Western epistemology, and while development 

always has heavily relied on the latter, post-development scholars argue that epistemological pluralism is a 

vital part when finding alternatives to development.  

 

 

3.3. Decolonial theories and concepts 
 
Decolonial theory is the other critical strand of thought on which this thesis relies. Franz Fanon, a French 

psychiatrist born in Martinique, is one of the most prominent and first decolonial scholars. In his books Black 

Skin White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961) Fanon depicts the dark and dehumanising 

effects of colonisation on the nations and its peoples and discusses the need for a broader societal 

decolonisation process. Fanon highlights that colonialism is not only physical control of people in a certain 

area, but also psychological control of their minds. He calls this cultural assimilation and refers to the damaging 

process that occurs when the native culture of a colonised people is replaced with the culture of the colonial 

power. This has several consequences, such as preventing the colonised from developing an independent sense 

of identity. It also makes the colonised turn their back to themselves figuratively speaking, as Western culture 

equates whiteness with anything ‘good’, while blackness is equated with impurity and ‘evil’. This has 

psychological effects according to Fanon, and black people intake their internalised position of being sub-

human. While the colonised cannot become ‘white’, neither can they be proud of their native culture. Later on, 

the same phenomenon is discussed by Freire (1970), and he calls it the ‘nature of an oppressive consciousness’. 

Since the oppressed only have existed in an oppressive environment, when they think of liberation they first 
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think of ‘emulating their master’ or turning their backs to each other in other words. The only violence they 

can thus practice is on themselves. Likewise, Escobar (1995) talks about the psychological effects of 

colonisation via the concept of ‘the underdeveloped subjectivity’. The discourse used in the development 

apparatus, such as developed and underdeveloped, affect people’s ideas about themselves over time (Escobar 

1995). As a result, previously satisfactory ways of life become dissatisfying because development changes 

people's perception of themselves. 

The Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano discusses two central concepts in decolonial theory, namely 

those of ‘modernity’ and ‘coloniality’—which he calls ‘the rhetoric of modernity’ and the ‘logic of coloniality’ 

and which he claims go hand in hand. The rhetoric of modernity has its historical foundation in 16th century, 

during which the 500-year long process called Westernisation started: Western civilisation was born and 

expanded. He explains the rhetoric of modernity as the ‘rhetoric of salvation’, which in the 16th century was 

salvation in terms of religious conversion by the British and the French, and which became salvation in terms 

of modernising and developing after the Second World War. Until the 16th century, the surplus of production 

was stored for two reasons: the first one was to trade with others, and the second one was for emergencies—a 

so-called exchange economy. In the new economy, the surplus was invested to produce more—capitalism was 

born. It was also around this time that the enslavement of Africans began, and hence human life became 

indispensable in the name of profit. This is where the logic of coloniality lies according to Quijano: the idea 

of the indispensable human life has continued throughout history with the Holocaust as a more recent example. 

Thus, more broadly, coloniality and colonial thinking involves Eurocentrism and the coloniality of power in 

different areas of society. So, in other words, the rhetoric of modernity continues to hide the logic of coloniality 

as well as decoloniality (which precisely aims at unveiling the hidden part of modernity, with a political 

intention of moving in a different direction). (Quijano 2000.) 

Another influential decolonial scholar, Walter Mignolo, has based on the work of Quijano, illustrated 

coloniality in what he calls the colonial matrix of power (2011).  

 

Figure 2. The colonial matrix of power by Walter Mignolo.  
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As seen in Figure 2, in the middle of the matrix, lies the foundational structure of modern Western civilisation. 

This is what Quijano called ‘salvation’: Christian theology and secular philosophy in the 16th century. On this 

foundation, four important areas are added: authority; control of the economy; racism, gender and sexuality; 

and the control of knowledge and subjectivity. Mignolo describes modernity and coloniality as two sides of 

the same coin where modernity is the bright side and coloniality is the dark side (Knobloch 2020, 3). It is worth 

noting that coloniality is not the same as colonialism, as the former refers to the persisting structural foundation 

society is built upon described above, while the latter refers to the active occupancy of lands and its people. 

According to Mignolo, the colonial matrix of power that was created, controlled, and transformed by Western 

powers, cannot longer be controlled. Mignolo claims that the world might still be capitalist, but the dispute of 

the control of the colonial matrix of power is on its way. 

To conclude, European colonialism has not only left its marks on political and economic systems today, 

but also on science, culture, and education. Followingly, decolonial scholars argue that there is a demand for 

a comprehensive decolonisation of modern thought and knowledge. (Knobloch 2020, 1.) 

 

 

3.4. Liberating and engaged pedagogy 
 

The Brazilian educator Paulo Freire is particularly known for being the founding father of critical 

pedagogy, which highlights the politicized atmosphere of a classroom. In his work Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed (1970) he introduces the concept ‘the banking system of education’, in which the students are seen 

as ‘empty banks’ that are ready to be filled with information dictated from above. A key concept in Freire’s 

work is ‘false generosity’, with which he means that aid and other actions of generosity often address 

symptoms rather than the underlying causes and is thus false. False generosity does usually help in the short-

term, but by not address root causes it maintains the reliance of the oppressed on the oppressor. The oppressor 

feels good about the false generosity, so they are motivated to sustain the system in which their false generosity 

is necessary, and their generosity itself functions to do this. Philanthropy in general is always false as it has 

nothing to do with root causes and does not disturb the hegemony of the oppressor. ‘True generosity’, on the 

other hand, attempts to create the conditions of liberation. Freire argues that education is always political, and 

according to him, education either reinforces the status quo or changes it. As a solution he proposes a liberating 

pedagogy based on true generosity, in which the teacher and the student co-think the change and thus the 

pedagogy developed is a ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’. 

Building on Paulo Freire’s liberatory pedagogy, the American educational philosopher and feminist bell 

hooks [sic] (birth name Gloria Watkins), discusses her version of a desired pedagogy which she calls ‘engaged 

pedagogy’. She has published over thirty books, but it is Teaching to transgress: Education as the Practice of 

Freedom (1994) which is of special interest in this study. In this book, she focuses on the classroom and how 

education can be used to transgress alienating and marginalising boundaries. She has personally experienced 
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first transgressing and then alienating education, while growing up as Afro-American in a time of segregation. 

An engaged pedagogy emphasises the importance of actively including all students in the classroom in fighting 

oppression with the goal of freedom. The students are invited to bring their ‘mind, body and soul’ into the 

classroom and like this:  

… confronting bias, healing the wounds created by such bias, and transgressing traditional 

boundaries of power and authority, so the classroom can become a truly democratic space, 

supporting all students in the daily work of freedom (hooks 1994, 177).  

 

Both the teacher’s and the students’ wellbeing are highlighted in engaged pedagogy, and in order for the 

teacher to successfully empower the students the teacher must practice self-care and mindfulness.  

The importance of a liberating and engaged pedagogy has indeed been recognised over time, and various 

ways of integrating local and Indigenous knowledge has been developed, but without any consistent results in 

practice (Seehawer 2018; Breidlid 2012). Since the late 60s, attempts with varying results have been made to 

include Indigenous knowledge into the curriculum in both Africa and Latin America. One such attempt is 

Julius Nyerere’s Education for Self-Resilience in late 60s and early 70s in Mozambique. Nyerere saw the 

importance of relevant education serving the rural agricultural economy and combined hence the mental and 

the manual. However, Education for Self-Resilience was short-lived as the World Bank intervened by 

implementing the SAPs that favoured the Western curriculum and claimed that there neither was space nor 

funds for a combined practical and academical education model. Another such attempt in the late 60s was 

Bantu education in South Africa, which combined productivity with classroom education. Nevertheless, Bantu 

education was not implemented in order to respect Indigenous epistemologies, but rather to oppress the people. 

In the 80s a developed version, called Education with Production, was established. This model focused on 

both practical subjects such as agriculture, building, carpentry, and typing, as well as academic subjects such 

as development studies, mathematics and environmental sciences that was planned to enhance the critical 

thinking of the students. This is model is still active in South Africa, Botswana and Zimbabwe, but the model 

has however never been implemented in the national curriculum and has thus remained at best an alternative 

to the mainstream curriculum. (Breidlid 2012, 61–63.) 

In Latin America on the other hand there have been some more successful attempts in integrating 

traditional knowledge and language to the curriculum since the beginning of the 21st century (Breidlid 2012, 

64). In 2008, there were 17 Latin American countries that promote processes of bilingual education, bilingual 

intercultural education, or ethno-education on different levels. One example is the Intercultural Bilingual 

Education Model in Ecuador (IBE) applied in Ecuador since the 90s. IBE has intended to bring together 

community members, teachers and organisations to a mutual setting of social discussion fostering learning for 

whole communities. However, this project has faced a fair number of obstacles, related among other things to 

political tension at the state level; financing; lack of learning materials in Indigenous languages; and peoples’ 

prejudice about the legitimacy of the Indigenous language and culture. (Oviedo and Wildemeersch 2008, 466–

467.) 
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To summarise, decolonial scholars argue for a liberating and engaged pedagogy, and while there has 

been some such action on the governmental level in the Global South over time, the attempts are very few and 

cannot be considered that successful.  

 

 

3.5. Data analysis: Discourse analysis  
 
A discourse analysis has been applied to the collected interview data. As a method, discourse analysis is 

commonly used when studying how values, beliefs, and assumptions are communicated. The method allows 

to take into account contextual meaning as well as non-verbal aspects of speech such as tone of voice, pauses, 

and gestures. (Abell and Myers 2008.) 

When starting to analyse one’s data, an important first step is to get a sense of the whole to gain a general 

understanding of what the participants are discussing (Erlingsson and Brysiewicz 2017, 94). Thus, already 

when transcribing, I highlighted things that seemed to appear in most of the interviews in relation to specific 

questions. After having spent a while transcribing all my interview material, I had the feeling of ‘knowing’ my 

material, and I was able to easily point out the most interesting things in the light of my theoretical framework. 

With the help of Atlas.ti and Microsoft Word, I started collecting each participant’s answers in relation to a 

specific question or frequently emerging topics into separate documents. From here, I started coding the 

material by working my way up towards a higher level of abstraction reflecting the interpreted and latent 

meaning of the data. I also attached a note if the body language or tone of voice was worth acknowledging in 

a specific comment. After this, I started to analyse the results in relation to the broader theoretical context that 

I had established earlier on, while making sure to conclude each sub-chapter of the analysis with a sub-

argument. Together, these sub-arguments came to construct the main argument of this thesis. It is worth noting 

that the analysis process was not as linear as described above, there was a great deal of moving back and forth 

on an axis with interview transcripts in the one end and decolonial and post-development theory in the other. 

As Silvermann (2014, 122) has highlighted, a constant movement between data, memos, and theory is required 

when developing grounded theories, in order for the data analysis to be theoretically based and the theory to 

be grounded in data. Although my principal approach was bottom-up and inducive, I saw it as relevant to 

identify a few clear themes in my material that was deduced from my theoretical framework. 
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4. Findings and Discussion  
 

In this chapter, I will provide an overview of the gathered data, as well as analyse the findings through a post-

development and decolonial lens. The research problem outlined in the introduction, relates to the so-called 

learning crisis and current ways of solving it. First, I problematised the term itself, as it suggests that 

standardised content in education is the only or at least desired way of learning, and when basic skills in 

numeracy and literacy are not obtained in the Global South, it is perceived as a crisis in the Global North. 

Building on this, I outlined two pitfalls or risks in the current ways of solving the learning crisis. I called the 

first pitfall the risk of Westernising the world through education, and the second pitfall the risk of enhancing 

unsustainable relationship with nature in the process. I set out to obtain a better understanding of where Finnish 

actors engaging in education projects in the Global South stand when it comes to solving the learning crisis. 

More specifically, I aimed at finding answers to the following three research questions: How are local voices 

from the beneficiary areas included in Finnish education projects in the Global South? What do the actors 

involved in Finnish education projects in the Global South know about the local context in the beneficiary 

areas, and how have they learned it? How do the actors involved in Finnish education projects in the Global 

South perceive their role? In this chapter I have identified and divided my findings so that they answer these 

three research questions, and hence this partition is guiding the structure of this chapter as well.  

Together, the main findings in this research demonstrate how current ways of globalising education 

result in cultural Westernisation and environmental ills, as they rely on Western epistemology while 

overlooking other epistemologies. The results suggest that the most common way to ameliorate the quality of 

schooling for the actors involved in this study, is by arranging teacher trainings for local teachers, while neither 

the content of schooling nor the language of instruction is in focus. Additionally, while the actors involved are 

collaborating with a wide range of stakeholders ranging from community members to education authorities, 

almost no policy level lobbying is done. Further, the results suggest that while there is a heavy reliance on 

local colleagues to act as some sort of ‘cultural filter’, this does not always come true in practise both due to 

global power dynamics and the politicized nature of education policy in the beneficiary countries. Lastly, the 

results suggest that the participants in this study are not that familiar with what is being taught, as they are not 

highly involved in planning the content of schooling. While they are convinced that there are other local parties 

more suitable for planning learning materials, they simultaneously end up ignoring the prevailing situation in 

which these processes are highly monitored from the Global North. 

 

4.1. Recognised diversity on local levels translates partly into practical 

inclusion   
 

The first research question set out in the introduction is related to how local voices from the beneficiary areas 

are included in Finnish education projects. I aim at answering the first research question by examining 
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identified knowledge holders on local levels and how these are included in the work; as well as by discussing 

the importance of community involvement which was mentioned by many participants.  

 

4.1.1. Identifying local knowledge holders and choosing collaboration partners  
 

One of the participants captured the essence of my question about local knowledge holders as she said:  

In Finland the idea is that education brings knowledge and that the specialists are the educated.  

 

Indeed, most of the participants first listed actors that are typical knowledge holders in the West: state officials, 

politicians, educational authorities, trade unions, the educated, and the media. The term ‘knowledge holder’ 

also seemed quite unfamiliar to many participants, and this is probably why they all initially started by listing 

parties that typically have access to power. Indeed, a few interviewees highlighted that oftentimes, power 

structures prevent people from having their voice heard and that there is more ‘silent knowledge’. Another 

participant explained it like this:  

It is a hierarchical and more complicated process and often, for example, women have a lot of 

knowledge and skills, but they might not always be in a position to be able to use it to the benefit 

of their community.  

 

With a little help, the participants moved more to towards grassroot levels in their reasoning. Followingly, 

important knowledge holders identified by the participants were elders and village chiefs, women’s 

associations, parents, teachers, and church leaders. Most of the participants mentioned the influence of age, 

which relates to hierarchies and plays a role when it comes to credibility in society as a whole. This was 

communicated for example followingly:  

I would say there is a clear hierarchy based on age. The younger you are the less you have a 

saying; and especially children and youth are not heard—they do not have the right to express 

their opinions in the same way as in Finland.  

 

Many also talked about the importance of addressing the village chiefs. One participant said for instance:  

The village chiefs are maybe the most important—if we for example visit the villages it is the 

village chief that we usually first meet. Of course, we also meet villagers, but the village chief 

is sort of a local authority and law who not only has the knowledge but also the power to 

influence the villagers. 

 

Furthermore, also teachers were mentioned as knowledge holders, as they were described as having ‘a lot of 

crucial information about the community’ and as ‘key persons in delivering good quality education’. However, 

they were simultaneously described as ‘poorly educated and therefore not succeeding particularly well in their 

task’ and not having ‘autonomy and trust by people’. Moreover, one participant mentioned the role of ‘church 

leaders, local leaders and sports heroes’. This is related to the notion mentioned by a few interviewees, namely 
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that there is a great deal of people who do not have access to credible knowledge sources, and thus have to 

rely on for example the people above. The same interviewee continued:  

Church men have a lot of power, regardless of them being actual knowledge holders or wannabe 

knowledge holders, and unfortunately a great deal of disinformation is spread through these 

actors, for example about anti-vaccination. This is why it would be so important to get the right 

information to these people so that they could spread correct information.  

 

As a part of obtaining an overview of how locals are included in projects run or supported by Finnish 

actors, I started by asking my interviewees who they cooperate with in the beneficiary areas. There was a wide 

array of different actors listed, which is no surprise. Interesting, however, is why specific partners are 

prioritised over others, as well as whose voice these partners are representing. The most common collaboration 

partners among all the participants were local education authorities. What’s more, all actors representing 

CSOs, identified local CSOs in addition to education authorities among their most important partners. Most of 

the organisations involved in this study have local entities, so called country offices, in the beneficiary areas. 

Only a few partners do not have their own facilities and work therefore from their local partner organisations’ 

offices. They explain that like this, they can more easily work towards their goal of supporting locals in their 

projects rather than run their own projects and have the achievement accredited to themselves. Notably these 

organisations are inevitably in close collaboration with locals. Many also mentioned that they collaborate with 

other international CSOs. The participants representing GOs, all mentioned local universities as well as mainly 

Finnish, but also local, private companies. A few of the CSOs included in this study are ecclesiastical actors, 

and they mentioned local church networks as important partners as well.  

The results suggest however that it remains unclear whether these partners are included because they 

truly represent the local context or for some other reasons, as some of the collaborators presented as local 

actually have strong connections to the Global North. For example, one participant named local think tanks as 

important knowledge holders argued followingly:  

In Latin America there are a great deal of different think tanks or foundations as they used to 

be called before, in which the specialists are most often graduated from the best British or 

American universities. They hold masters’ degrees at least, often even PhDs—very competent 

people indeed.  

 

Moreover, another participant stated that:  

Finland has educated most of the Namibian elite and the former prime minister of Ethiopia. / 

… / Fifty Namibian students did either a bachelor’s or a master’s degree in Finland. They are 

now ambassadors in their own country and tries to create some sort of new learning methods 

based on equality and student-centered methodology.   
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Additionally, international organisations were described as being key knowledge holders. One interviewee 

said:    

UNICEF, UNHCR, a lot of these international organisations that have national staff that are 

experts in this kind of curriculum are the ones that we usually rely on to be the national—to be 

the local knowledge holders.  

 

None of the participants saw this liaison to the West as problematic—rather the contrary, that is, as adding to 

their expertise. These are good examples of situations where including locals in high positions is not always a 

guarantee for culturally relevant actions, as these people might have been educated in the West, and thus 

became promoters of a Western education system while potentially starting to despise traditional values. The 

title of Franz Fanons book Black Skin White Masks (1952) works figuratively quite well here: locals that are 

educated in the West might despise their traditional values and favour so-called modern and Western views. 

This is however something that was not mentioned by the interviewees.   

To conclude, the participants seem to recognise differences in local knowledge holders compared to 

typical knowledge holders in the West, such as village chiefs and elders as key persons in permitting access to 

villages as well as the ones having the power to influence villagers. However, the actual collaboration happens 

with bigger actors such as education authorities as well as local and international CSOs. Further, the results 

suggest that some locals in higher positions have been educated in the West, but it is worth noting, that this 

could signify that they are no longer advocates for traditional values and local epistemologies. However, the 

results suggest that this Western educational background is either not recognised or then brought up as a 

positive thing by the participants in the study. 

 

4.1.2. Community involvement perceived as important  
 

As learned in Chapter 3, post-development theory is often people-centred. This bottom-up approach can 

be seen for instance in community development projects, which aim at improving the economic status of 

disadvantaged groups by mobilising the communities themselves (Robinson and Green, 2011). CD is 

commonly understood as both a process and an outcome, with an underlying objective to establish an effective 

and sustainable instrument to improve the living conditions and the economic status of disadvantaged groups 

by mobilising the communities themselves (Phillips and Pittman, 2008; Robinson and Green, 2011). When my 

participants were thinking of who they collaborate with, almost no one mentioned community members. 

However, later on during the interviews the importance of mobilising community was indeed mentioned by 

almost all CSO representatives. For instance, one participant said:  

Of course, there are differences between villages in different countries, but in general one could 

say that nothing is done without the permission and inclusion of the village chief.  
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The same respondent continued by highlighting the importance of also hearing representatives from different 

genders, ages, and positions within a community already in the planning phase of a project, as otherwise: 

It can all of a sudden be that a somewhat old-fashioned village chief says that they have really 

good gender equality but when talking to other members of the community a different truth 

might come out.  

 

Another interviewee said:  

We always try to make sure that the community is aware of what we are doing, because each 

time that we do not include the community, each time we do not let the community know what 

we are doing, the sustainability of the project is kind of shot.  

 

Note that in this example the interviewee is using ‘inform’ the community synonymously with ‘include’ the 

community, which could indicate a more of a top-down perspective which is less collaborative. A third 

participant said, ‘it takes a village to raise child’ and elaborated that the work is primarily about generating 

attitude change, and making the villagers excited about enrolling girls and/or children with disabilities in 

school. Many interviewees also talked about committees on village levels that includes village chiefs, women, 

men, parents, teachers, and children:  

We aim at creating committees including different representatives from the school and well as 

parents in order to foster pervasive and multidisciplinary collaboration.  

 

One interviewee is working as an inclusive education specialist, and she brought up community involvement 

when discussing education for ethnic minorities:  

When it comes to the education of ethnic minorities it is not enough to do pretty curriculums—

the community has to be involved from the very beginning. Otherwise, it is impossible to 

motivate community to send their children to school or for the children to stay in school. 

Mobilising the community, the parents, the elders, the women associations—it is everything.  

 

Another informant who has lived in Africa for tens of years, described the cultural aspect of community in 

many African countries followingly:  

For an African it is a generalisation, but it is most often the truth: each person’s loneliness equals 

death. So, everything is done in groups, everything is done together, with appreciation and 

respect for each other. This Ubuntu in South Africa, which goes under other names elsewhere, 

is about understanding that we are a part of a community—nothing can be approached only 

from one’s own perspective.  
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The above quote captures well the importance of involving community in order to foster real change. Also 

scholars have noted this and for example Okaneme (2013) highlights the meaning of community when 

discussing African perspectives on freedom and he argues that:  

The well-being and prosperity of the community is of utmost importance to the individual in 

the African context and in most cases, the individual subjugates his comfort to the comfort of 

the community.  

 

He explains further that while Africans conceive freedom from a communalistic perspective, Europeans 

conceive it from an individualistic perspective.  

Involving community in practice can however cause some challenges due to various reasons. Indeed, 

mentioned by only one interviewee, but yet something that raises questions regarding the actions of all other 

participants, is the following comment:  

We aim for an as contributive approach as possible from the very beginning, but sometimes it 

is not possible if there is not funding immediately in order to conduct such an exercise. Then 

we might use some other study which has recently been done in the same area in respect of 

another project.  

 

Given the above, the interviewees seemed all to see value and the importance of community involvement 

in order to achieve results. Thus, they strive for active community involvement, but sometimes financial 

restraints prevent them from doing so.  

 

 

4.2. Basic understanding of the operational environment  
 

The second research question set out in the introduction is related to the participants’ knowledge about the 

local context in the beneficiary areas, and the means through which they have gained this knowledge. I aim at 

answering the second research question by discussing topics such as curriculum content and its production; 

the politicized nature of education policy on local levels; local challenges and shortcomings in education; as 

well as practical ways in which the participants of this study learn about the beneficiary areas.  

 

4.2.1. Limited knowledge of schooling content and its production processes  
 

Most of the participants stated, directly or more indirectly, that they are not highly involved in planning the 

content of schooling. All agreed that as most of the schools are state schools, the state is responsible for the 

creation of school materials and curriculums. This was communicated for instance like this:  
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We are definitely not jumping into the shoes of the state—I mean we have our own role of 

course. I mean we can always ameliorate the materials and give comments if they are being 

developed and same applies to the curriculum. But more than that we are not involved.     

 

The interviewees also repeatedly stressed the role of local staff and local education experts in country offices, 

in ministries and in international organisations such as UNICEF and UNHCR and pointed out that ‘they if 

someone knows their own education system’ and are thus the ones involved in ameliorating learning materials.  

As most of the interviewees were not involved in content creation, they were followingly not that 

familiar with the schooling content in the beneficiary areas. However, most of the interviewees did not see any 

bigger issues related to content and rather confirmed it as relevant—some more convincingly than others. One 

participant said, a little amused, for example:  

I cannot say I would have a lot of expertise but as far as I have seen the materials are very 

local—they are local materials, locally produced and based in local curricula and local culture. 

All the materials that I have seen they are quite … In Nepal at least they are in the Nepalese 

language and are local materials. I would not see them as very international at least. 

 

 Another interviewee said, also a little amused as if it would be a bit silly to talk about it:  

I was confused when I went to observe a third-grade class in Malawi and they were teaching 

farming and cultivation, and I asked myself “what is the point of teaching such things for so 

young children?”—but then when I was thinking about it, it made sense as about 80% of the 

population, or something similar, in Malawi are small-scale farmers. Many of these kids drop 

out of school in the fourth, fifth or sixth grade and like this they know at least something about 

what they will be doing the rest of their lives. So, there is also a lot of good subjects like this 

but what I do not know is whether they use climate-smart techniques or traditional ones.  

 

I interpret this comment about farming techniques as an indication of the interviewee not being that familiar 

with traditional and local ways of living and being, as they often are more sustainable. The amusement in the 

voices of these two interviewees suggests moreover some sort of insecurity, as they did not have that much 

knowledge about the topic. One participant described contents of education in Asia followingly:  

Education is closely linked to so called nation building which means that it relates to history 

and local traditions. /… / We stress the context of the operational environment (for international 

workers involved)—you have to remember that as an education expert you can suggest certain 

things, but the underlying culture is the determinative—sometimes the traditions are even 

preventing change.  
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This example is different from the two first ones, in the sense that this interviewee seemed to perceive the local 

aspect in the material as something negative, and that a shift towards a more international content would be 

desired. The same interviewee stated:  

There is an increased focus on so called STEM subjects, that is natural sciences and 

mathematics, as well as coding and AI. 

 

A few other interviewees noted this trend as well, but the lack of critique towards this suggest that most of 

them saw it as a rather positive thing that contributes to ameliorating the quality of education. This has also 

been noted in previous studies, in which standardisation has been described as a part of the trending ‘one-size-

fits-all philosophy’ in education (Sampson and Marguerite 2019). Adopting universalistic norms, structures 

and content in education is part of the standardisation (Sampson and Marguerite 2019). This is also in line with 

the hypotheses in this thesis, namely that current ways of solving the learning crisis actually is contributing to 

a standardised Western-centred education system globally. 

Only two interviewees stated straight out that they saw contents are problematic. One of them is the 

inclusive education specialist and throughout the interview, she was confirming my hypothesis about the 

Westernising effect of global education. The other one is involved with adapting different curriculums to be 

suitable to the learners’ backgrounds in humanitarian contexts, among other things. It seemed like he was quite 

excited about the underlying critical approach in my questions, and also he confirmed my hypothesis. The 

difference between these two interviewees and the rest, is that the latter two are both working closely with 

ethnic groups and disabled persons or with curricular adaptation where this type of questions simply must be 

faced. With them I also detected a stronger personal interest in, for example, the rights of vulnerable groups, 

as well as a slightly more critical attitude towards the status quo. One of them said:   

Yeah, oh boy, yeah … The exclusion/inclusion of ethnic groups or history, or the rewriting of 

history and using education as kind of a hidden curriculum to cover up past things that the 

government in power might or might not like.  

 

The inclusive education specialist explained the situation like this:  

For example, UNICEF translates vast amounts of material in order to secure education in the 

learner’s mother tongue. These materials are not European, which is positive, but they might be 

created for a geographic area as large as Southeast Asia. Or at best they are country specific, as 

for example in Thailand. But the problem here is that in reality the contents should be coming 

from the ethnic group itself in order to cherish their heritage, as it is not relevant—not to a 100% 

at least—for the ethnic minority in its current form.  

 

The ultimate mismatch in contents was exemplified by the same interviewee followingly:  

I have seen materials in sign language or a minority language saying for example that “Jane 

goes to the supermarket”. Now, what does that mean to a child or adolescent living in the 
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Cambodian countryside or to an Ethiopian child who lives in small town where there is no 

supermarket nor Jane with blond hair that goes shopping? 

 

I find this as one of the most powerful examples in this study as it illustrates the importance of place-specific 

content so strongly.  

The same participant explains that this mismatch in content is a part of how education is globalised in 

general and while making clear that she is aware of her provoking diction, she calls this process ‘imperialist’. 

Indeed, historically Western epistemology has dominated the construction of education systems globally, and 

still today, a homogenous global educational discourse dominates the world. For example, the money lending 

institution The World Bank, has been the single largest funder of global education over the last 60 years. It 

then becomes particularly interesting in the context of this study to note the history of the World Bank. As 

Breidlid puts it:  

The World Bank’s entire history, its creation, and its rationale are rooted in the post-war 

reconstruction (and development) of the capitalist economies according to the dominant 

Western/Eurocentric paradigms that scientific knowledge leads humankind’s dominance of 

nature for endless, linear growth, and development.  

 

Albeit minor changes, the World Bank has always and still today does openly promote a neo-liberal ideology 

and a one-size-fits-all philosophy which, again, translates into a strong belief in Western education. Although 

their belief in Western education does not remarkably differ from other donors or even governments in the 

South, the World Bank has been more open about their belief in market driven solutions and economic growth. 

(Breidlid 2012, 73.)  

Additionally, in contradiction to the results indicating that material production would be in the hands of 

locals, previous studies on material production for schools claim the contrary. For instance, Breidlid claims 

that knowledge production is more or less controlled by the Global North. He explains that the world’s leading 

publishing houses for learning materials are Pearson, Macmillan Africa, Macmillan Education Latin America, 

and Heinemann Publishers, and these are all controlled from the North. Some locally owned publishing houses 

are Heinemann Kenya and Heinemann Southern Africa, but as the big foreign publishing houses dominate the 

material provision market, it is impossible for the domestic publishing houses to profitably join the 

competition. In many Sub-Saharan African countries there is a concern about the weak national publishing 

capacities, particularity for material in Indigenous languages. Breidlid summarises that the global publishing 

houses are, in other words, facilitating the global spread, often in a former colonial language, of a Western 

discourse. (Breidlid 2012, 65.)  

Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken (2018) are also making similar notions in their work Global Education 

Policy and International Development: New Agendas, Issues and Policies. They state that the transnational 

markets of education provision created by globalisation, compete with national education providers. They 

point out that this emerging global market challenges one of the most fundamental function of conventional 
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education systems, namely that of nation building (Robertson et al. 2002 in Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken 

2018). This is not only affecting contents but also language, as English is becoming increasingly important 

notably in higher education (Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken 2018). To give an example, despite various 

reform efforts of the post-colonial administration in Kenya, the state education curriculum has largely 

continued to be a product of British colonial education (Ng’asike 2019, 20). The upkeep of curriculum 

embedded in Western ideology in Kenya’s national school system has significantly affected access to both 

quality and relevant education, especially for marginalised nomadic pastoralist communities (Ng’asike 2019, 

20). The formal academic education is contradicting the traditional Indigenous knowledge that these 

communities rely on in their everyday life.  

To conclude, the results suggest that the participants in this study are not highly involved in planning 

the content of schooling, and as a consequence, they are not that familiar with what is being taught. Many 

admitted that they are not that familiar with education content, yet they continued by giving examples on why 

and how the materials are local as far as they are aware. The trend of standardising content was also recognised, 

and this was brought up in a positive light and as something that contributes to improving the quality of 

education. Only two participants, working with curricular content and/or inclusive education confirmed what 

I was suspecting: the content can at worst be highly irrelevant and problematic for the learners. The 

interviewees also repeatedly stressed the role of local staff and local education experts in country offices, in 

ministries and in international organisations such as UNICEF and UNHCR and pointed out that ‘they if 

someone knows their own education system’. While the participants are convinced that there are other parties 

more suitable for planning learning materials, they simultaneously end up ignoring the prevailing situation in 

which these processes are highly monitored from the Global North.  

 

4.2.2. Politicized education policy in beneficiary areas  
 

A general perception among the participants, was that the ‘rightness’ of one’s actions is secured by supporting 

local education policy. The interviewees all saw supporting local education policy as one of the better ways to 

achieve long-term development and culturally relevant educational outcomes, as well as to strengthen local 

capacities. However, when I followingly asked whether they have encountered situations where local politics 

would be somehow discriminating, they all unanimously agreed on this being correct. In fact, they all 

exemplified this with vivid stories of conflicts related to different ethnic groups, refugees, or children with 

disabilities in the context of education. One interviewee said:   

Different ethnic groups and persons with disabilities often seem to be among the last priorities 

for many governments in the South.  

 

Another participant noticed the same national factor, as well as also international factors making the situation 

even more complex:  
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If you look at on whose terms or with whom the sate cooperates with, it is almost always these 

big international organisations. And rarely—well maybe it has changed a little bit during the 

past 15 years—they encourage to include local CSOs. It is a step in the right direction to be 

invited to these steering groups and comities on government level, but what is the impact really? 

Because it is also a political thing. Always. Who gets education and in what language? Who to 

prioritize and who decides? I mean, education is a super strong political tool—the content of 

the curriculum is a strong political tool. If a curriculum grounded on an ethnic minority’s view 

is made, authorities might get themselves in a complicated position especially if natural 

resources related to the minority are used in a problematic way, which they most often are.  

 

This international aspect is theorised in for instance Global Education policy (GEP). GEP studies: 

… the different ways in which globalisation processes, agents and events contribute to 

educational policy change on a range of scales, and with what consequences (Verger, Novelli 

and Altinyelken 2018, 6). 

 

In the book Globalising Education Policy (2010) Rizvi and Lingard thoroughly discuss global changes in 

education policy, via critical theory, post-structuralism, post-colonialism, and critical discourse analysis. 

Policies are often developed in order to provide solutions to problems, such as problems in education (Rizvi 

and Lingard 2010, 6). However, policy in never objective, it is rather designed to present issues in a certain 

light and to steer actions and behaviours of institutions and professionals in a certain direction. (Rizvi and 

Lingard 2010, 8). Rizvi and Lingard (2010, 22) suggest that since the beginning of the 90s, there has been a 

major shift in how education policy is developed and approached: it is no longer only political actors within 

the nation-state that influence education policy, but also international organisations (IOs) in a globalised world 

(Rizvi and Lingard 2010, 22; Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken 2018, 16). These IOs, including INGOs, all 

promote a so-called neo-liberal view of education. Neo-liberal education discourses focus on specific norms 

and ideas and manage thus to change public opinion related to social challenges as well as influence the policy 

making of national governments (Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken 2018, 21). For example, the World Bank 

and the OECD are influential players when it comes to education policy and evaluation, and for example 

participation in OECD’s Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) is sometimes a requirement of 

World Bank funding (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, 18). It is quite clear that this does not leave much space for 

education based on other epistemologies. It is also common that GEP and other programs are imposed on 

countries via aid conditionality (Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken 2018, 18). For instance, Sampson and 

Marguerite (2019) site Masko and Bosiwah (2016) who claim that:  

The numerous multilateral and bilateral donors involved in Ghana's basic schooling insist on a 

Western form of education as the evaluation standard and the prerequisite for funding.  
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These programs often neglect the incorporation of African practice and thought, which would be crucial, as 

they ‘shape the productive capacities of the vast majority of the population’ (Nsamenang 2002, 85). The 

outcome is a complex situation where local education policy on the one hand is influenced by complex internal 

politics, and on the other hand, by the neo-liberal aspirations of IOs in a globalised world.   

Political polarisation and short project cycles was brough up by another participant working on site:  

In Finland we live after all in a consensus reality even if political polarisation happens to some 

extent today, there is still a general consensus regarding basic things such as education. Here 

(in Latin America) this general consensus is missing in most of the matters and politics in very 

polarised. Education and the development of educational systems is often used as a political 

driver. Education in general is a field in which development can truly be achieved after tens of 

years of work, while the result cycles all over the world has become only shorter. A long-term 

plan can today be a five-year plan, even if some process would require 50 years. But yeah, so 

as education policy here is so polarised, you have to be really careful with who you identify. 

Finnish universitates could for example naturally think that as we have collaborated with the 

previous government who represents a certain political alignment, collaboration would also 

continue with the next government. However, the next government might think that everything 

that happened when the last government was in place is not beneficial, and thus they want 

nothing to do with the Finnish actors anymore.   

 

The participants in this study seem well aware of the fact that education is a politicized matter in many 

countries (Hickey and Hossain 2019), but yet they see supporting local education policy as one of the better 

ways to act. Why is that? One interviewee stated simply:   

If you want to operate in a country, you cannot do much more than support the mainstream.  

 

This was confirmed by another interviewee who said that projects focusing on ethnic groups can often be 

confronted on the state level:  

We know the context of Mozambique the best and the attitude towards the education sector has 

always been quite poor there. But after being encouraged by several international organisations 

and foreign states, including Finland, they here for example slowly started changing the attitude. 

So, some languages are now included as a part of bilingualism initiative in education and as I 

have understood it, this would have been completely out of question still some time ago—it has 

been such a sensitive topic somehow. But, unfortunately, they still often appeal to the money 

aspect—which is understandable. These types of initiatives cost a lot of money and if there 

already are scares resources, it is hard to start initiatives like this.  

 

This has been noted in other studies as well, and for example UNESCO (2019, 8) stated that:  
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For multi-ethnic and multicultural countries, for instance, the arguments against MLB-ML 

(Mother language-based, multilingual) approaches could be couched in bureaucratic and 

financial terms, possibly with political undertones. 

 

Moreover, one interviewee mentioned the discrepancy between policy and practice, and notes the large 

amount of work on the mainstream level as well:   

When inspecting the paperwork—the document on education policy—these are often in order 

in most of the countries. The hard part is not to know what to wright—I would say the ambitions 

are often there. But when you then ask these minority groups, such as language minorities and 

not to mention sexual minorities, they definitely do not feel like there would be any extra effort 

made at the state level. On the one hand the problem relies in the situation where there is just 

so much to do on a mainstream level, and therefore one has to choose one’s battles. But often 

UN organisations such as UNICEF in Vietnam or UNESCO in Bangkok does projects that focus 

on for example inclusiveness in education, sort of to fill the gaps of state level work.   

 

Additionally, the reality of the situation was mentioned as another reason:  

There can easily be 100 students and one teacher—and this is where reality already hits you. 

There might not be electricity, and not necessarily any furniture in the classrooms which is 

challenging enough. It is hard to start building too constructivist visions in a situation like this. 

It is the brutal reality.  

 

These examples all suggest that while being aware of the fact that education policy is a politicized matter, 

actors in the field feel like their hands are tied.  

Having said that, a few participants mentioned either that the influence of a small charity can be 

surprisingly big, or that individuals can highly influence the priorities within their organisation. One participant 

said for instance:  

It depends on what the aim of the project is. If it is an advocacy type of project, then also that 

(right to mother tongue education and the rights of different ethnic groups) can definitely be 

discussed at the state level. But if that is not the core focus of the project, it can be harder to 

criticise or intervene, because then you usually just have to follow the education policy in the 

country in question. But CSOs are of course not bound to always to as the authorities say or 

command, but it is all about what focus is chosen.  

 

Another interviewee stated that her organisation has participated in various working groups on the state level 

in order to stress the importance of mother tongue education. These examples indicate that it is also up to the 

organisations themselves to choose what they focus on in a specific project as well as overall as organisations. 

However, participating in these kinds of working groups on the state level was not common among my 
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participants, which also aligns with previous studies on the subject. For example, Reinikka, Niemi, and 

Tulivuori highlight that Finnish CSOs rarely participate in education sector working groups at the national 

level in partner countries. The same study explains that Finnish CSOs rather collaborate closer with local 

CSOs, who in turn engage in national-level education discussion. The study suggests that in order to tackle the 

learning crisis, education policy, system analysis, and advocacy based on it, should become more prominent 

in CSOs’ work. Finally, they also note that ‘Finnish CSOs have reached a wide range of grassroots 

communities and delivered well-targeted support to partners and beneficiaries that would not otherwise receive 

such assistance’, and this is in line with later findings in this study as well. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 

2018, 45.) 

All in all, the results suggest that the participants in this study are well aware of education policy being 

highly politicized in the beneficiary countries. However, most of them find supporting local education policy 

as one of the better ways to achieve results. The results suggest that reasons to this are that the interviewees 

find other things as more pressing, as well as easier to promote as questions relating to ethnic groups are 

complex and not always welcome on state level. This is in line with previous research, which similarly has 

concluded that Finnish actors do not often engage in projects that aim at influencing education policy or 

lobbying. 

 

4.2.3. Unqualified teachers, a hierarchical education system, and large class sizes 

affecting quality on the local level 
 

Next, I will discuss local challenges in education as they were described by the participants, since I consider 

this a reflection on their view of quality education. When asked about local challenges in education, the 

respondents quite confidently identified a variety of pain points. The prevailing learning crisis was well 

recognised by the majority of the respondents and was a cross-cutting topic during the interviews. As a term, 

the learning crisis, was not necessarily used by many interviewees, but the prevailing situation or the so-called 

symptoms that has been named the ‘learning crisis’ especially in educational sciences, were on the other hand 

recognised by many. One participant explained it for instance followingly:  

You see, it is because the systems have been so massively expanded in order to provide access 

to education—and this coupled with poor resources allocated to education has led to a situation 

where kids do not learn basic things in school. The learning environment has simply not been 

taken care of.  

 

Another interviewee described the learning crisis on the other hand followingly:  

There is a true lack of quality education for the sake of access. And I think that has to a large 

extent to do with the Sustainable Development Goals that forced people to shove as many kids 

as possible into school and say, yes, look at our access. We have two million kids in school like, 

we are doing so well. But then when you ask the second question: ok, so how are they 
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performing? You know (lifting shoulders and spreading hands), they are in school, are they not? 

Like—shut up—they are in school, so they are learning. So, being in school is synonymous 

with learning when oftentimes we know that being in school is, in the matter of fact, not 

synonymous with learning. It is oftentimes just being at school and being in the classroom and 

that is it. 

 

Overall, local level issues were often associated with ‘poor quality’ and related with quite basic things in 

education. The top five most frequent topics, in a descending order, were: unqualified teachers; a hierarchical 

education system; poor teacher student ratio (large class sizes), a gap between the quality of education in rich 

private schools versus poor rural schools; and poor education facilities and materials (anything from school 

buildings and furniture in the classroom to books and notebooks etc.). In addition to these, each of the 

following issues were brough up once: public education is poorly funded; the teachers and the children do not 

speak the same language; poor access to education for girls, for children with disabilities, and for children 

coming from different ethnic groups; high dropout rates; unsafe environment for girls during their period; poor 

willingness to support quality education by the authorities; no learning assessment done; and lack of interaction 

with parents and community members.   

Like the examples above indicate, poor quality can refer to numerous different things, and this is 

something that has been theorised as well. While there is no single universally accepted definition of quality 

education, most conceptual frameworks incorporate two important components: the cognitive development of 

the learner on the one hand and the role of education in promoting values and attitudes of responsible 

citizenship and/or creative and emotional development on the other (UNESCO 2009). It seems safe to agree 

with Rizvi and Lingard (2010, 71) who argues that the traditional intention of education is the development of 

knowledgeable individuals. The term education implies therefore also that something worthwhile and valuable 

is being intentionally transmitted (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, 71). Defining ‘quality education’ depends therefore 

on the values and ideologies of the beholder, and people might thus not always agree on what the desired 

outcomes of education is (Harber 2014, 33).  

The question is: whose values are to be transmitted? This is a philosophical debate that is rooted in 

epistemological differences, that is, in differences of defining knowledge. It is worth noting that much before 

the idea of formal schooling was born, local and Indigenous knowledge has been passed on from one 

generation to another (Nyerere 1967). Rather than being seated in a classroom with a teacher in front, this 

knowledge was a part of daily social practices. Traditionally, Indigenous knowledge about economic practices, 

food preparation, cultural rituals, laws and health practices have been passed on via showing example, via 

songs, stories, folklore, written text or dances (Omolewa 2007 in Harber 2014, 16). Nsamenang (2004) 

describes African education today as entailing ‘minimal instruction, and learning occurs through participation 

involving useful economic skills and prosocial attitudes and values, such as social responsibility’. Children's 

participation in family production, including farming and fishing, is seen as part of this education: children 

become familiar with the realities of daily life and simultaneously learn practical skills that enable them to 
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provide for themselves as adults (Gilberthorpe 2014). Despite the various forms of education existing today, 

it is the Western model, that is seen as one of the keys to development (Harber 2014, 16); and it is likewise 

this Western model that is promoted in global development projects. Thus, an example of a Western way of 

theorising quality is provided by Tikly and Barrett (2012), who defines quality in terms of three overlapping 

concepts: human capital, human rights, and social justice. Human capital is related to the economic benefit 

education can foster; the human rights approach sees human rights as the goal of development and argues in 

line with UN that schooling is a human right; and the social justice aspect is similar to the human rights one 

but has its roots in moral philosophy rather than legislation (Harber 2014, 32). Another way of defining quality 

education is provided by the Education for All –framework. While Education for all initially was launched to 

increase access to education, they define quality education followingly:  

… well-nourished, motivated students; well-trained teachers using active learning techniques; 

adequate facilities and materials; and a welcoming, gender-sensitive, healthy, safe environment 

that encourages learning (UNESCO 2009, 109).  

 

The most frequenting issue brough up by the interviewees was unqualified teachers. One interviewee 

explained it like this:  

The second part that is often missed in local education, is that kind of continuous professional 

development, not only the psycho-social support and the social-emotional support and the 

mental support of having a classroom full of 100 kids shouting at you for, you know, most of 

the year and you do not... you actually do not take attendance, you actually do not know the 

subject matter because you were not taught the subject matter. So, without that support, how 

can we expect these teachers who are in this like really noble—this noble job to try and teach 

the next generation of whichever country. We expect too much while giving too little. Not only 

international NGOs, but also the government system also give too little in the support of these 

local administration and local teachers.  

 

Teachers were also described as ‘not being respected’ as well as ‘not showing up’ especially in rural areas. 

The lack of respect is an interesting notion, notably as it contradicts with the hierarchical way of teaching 

which was mentioned by many.  

All informants talked about the education system being ‘very hierarchical and unidirectional; the 

individual’s weaknesses and strengths are not acknowledged’ and explained that a teacher-centred pedagogy 

rather than a student-centred one is dominating. This was communicated for example followingly: 

The policy has not caught up to the practical nature of how education should be done in that 

way at the local system. It might be in the policy, but it has not been socialized down to, you 

know—and it might be socialized in the urban areas in you know capital cities and more affluent 

areas—that socialisation of child-centred methodology as opposed to teacher-centred 

methodology might be there. But in a very rural area, teachers will push against this child 
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centred methodology, because they were taught 20 years ago, 30 years ago, that I am the teacher 

and the master of the classroom, I am here. You listen. That is how you learn. You learn by 

repeating what I say. So, there is a kind of a, you know, a confluence of issues when it comes 

to the local level of what governments are not doing to kind of socialize these policies and 

socialize this new way of teaching that has evidence of improving education.  

 

And another interviewee said:  

Parents and grandparents have learned that school is something you do with clenched teeth and 

that the concept of leisure or the feeling of boredom is somehow unimaginable. So, when we 

say that the child should be given the time to do loads of other things too, the reaction is often 

somewhat amused coupled with “That is interesting but what about the actual learning?”.  

 

An important aspect when it comes to hierarchies is the underlying cultural values that the previous example 

touches upon. As the actors involved operate all over the world, the cultural values in each place are different 

and it is not of relevance to identify them here. However, it is worth noting that all participants unanimously 

described hierarchies as a rather negative thing, with only a few exceptions. Indeed, a hierarchy that has its 

roots in colonial structures or in the patriarchy are negative, but there are also hierarchies that are rooted in 

respect for not only humans but the nature and all living creatures. This is often related to sustainable living 

practises. In these hierarchies lies an understanding about how humans have to live in harmony with nature. 

In that sense, the participants’ thoughts reflect a Western view on hierarchies. A few participants however 

mentioned the complexity of hierarchies and expressed an understanding of how hierarchies are embedded in 

societal structures. This was for instance reflected upon in the following manner:  

It is not only about the professional skills of the teacher; it is about changing an attitude and 

that is a bigger task. There are kids that have never learned or had the right to question their 

parents. How do you then tell a child like this, that now they are the boss? It is bigger than a 

methodological problem, it is philosophical, and is rooted in culture. 

 

Another interviewee described the influence of culture and social structures followingly:  

Many of the local experts kind of get it, and for example at my daughters kinder garden they 

have often said that they admire Finnish education philosophy, but then to completely jump out 

of how you are used to doing this, out of your own culture, is just so enormous. But this is just 

all related to how hard it is going to be to make any changes in education here. But again, that 

is the only way—I mean the only way is to change people’s perception, one by one, and make 

them interested in our way. 

 

When discussing local level challenges in education, one interviewee mentioned an interesting point regarding 

the role of parents when it comes to supporting their children’s schooling. He said:  
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And then the third thing is the lack of interaction with parents and community members. I think 

there is no accountability mechanism, generally. Parents send their kids to school and say, “I 

am not the teacher of a child, the teacher is the teacher of the child”. But we know very well 

that parents are oftentimes—and reaffirming that this is part of our education program in 

Uganda, Tanzania and Ethiopia that we are working on right now with [a company]—they are 

a child's first teacher, before the pre-kindergarten teacher. A parent is the child's first teacher. 

And you do not need to be educated to teach. 

 

Despite the fact that the interviewee in this comment referred to local authorities doing a poor job in community 

inclusion, it becomes increasingly important for development cooperation actors to strive for community 

inclusion. This comment also raises the question: does international organisations undermine the type of 

traditional education that parents give their children at home? I believe that parents do indeed teach their 

children in their own ways, however, the ways in which they teach and the things they teach differ from formal 

schooling. And as formal schooling might feel so unfamiliar both structure and content wise, local parents do 

not know how to support their children. Previous studies on parents’ attitudes towards children’s formal 

education has highlighted the respect for individual autonomy as a core cultural value for example among 

hunters and gatherers (Hewlett et al., 2011). This means, that from an early age, students are given the 

responsibility of their own learning process (Hays, 2016), while parents do not get involved in the same way 

as we would expect. Paksi (2020) makes an important suggestion in his study among the Khwe in Namibia, 

when saying that:  

Instead of aiming to increase parental involvement at school, the implementation of a truly 

learner-centred, culturally responsive schooling might prove to be more influential to improve 

students’ educational achievements (2020, 52). 

 

Another challenge in education that was mentioned during our conversations was the large class sizes 

or the poor teacher-student ratio. One participant explained the situation for instance like this:  

When I was teaching in [an African country] I had close to 600 kids on my own and I was aware 

of education policy and I was aware of education, I was aware, like I knew what I wanted to 

do. And I got tired after a few semesters of doing that. And so, these teachers are doing this for 

years. /… / you cannot teach literacy and numeracy by shouting for a year. 

 

He also explained that this leads to that it is impossible to actually know the children nor take attendance, 

which leads to a situation where no learning assessment is done. He continues:  

The supervisors and head teachers, they do not care that you're not doing assessments, at the 

end of the year you just write a number saying, this kid looks good enough, send them to the 

next level.  

 



 42 

Next in line was the growing gap between the quality of education in rich private schools versus poor 

rural schools. This was brough up followingly:  

So equal access to quality education has not come true and gap between those who have access 

to quality education and those who do not is quite alarming and is, I would say, even more 

culminated today that it used to be, and this is a huge concern.  

 

Another interesting point regarding the growing gap between private and public schooling was explained 

following:  

As an example, we can say that Finland made public education free for all Finnish children. 

Well here, there is public education, but it is underfunded, and the teachers do not have a proper 

training. Even if our example cannot be directly applied here, what we can do on the other hand 

is highlighting and assuring that a public education system has worked for us and it has resulted 

in a more equal society. But then again, the times are different now and here are for example 

much wealthier people who want to put their kids in private schools. What can we do about 

this? I mean we cannot do anything about the fact that the private sector is growing, but what 

we can do on the other hand is support the development of better teaching and learning methods 

on the private side. 

  

The last topic defining poor quality related to poor education facilities and materials. One participant 

explained learning materials like this:  

I have seen for example amazing lungs completely made of drinking bottles and balloons if I 

recall correctly … Anyway, they were completely made out of local materials and they have 

such good imagination when it comes to how learning materials can be made.   

 

It can be concluded that the learning crisis was recognised by the participants, and as no one raised 

questions about the term itself it suggests that the participants did not find the concept problematic. The 

participants confidently identified various local level challenges which gives indications on their view of 

quality education. The challenges that clearly stood out were unqualified teachers, a hierarchical education 

system, and poor teacher student ratio. Defining quality education depends on the values and ideologies of the 

beholder, and both the content and structure of formal schooling as defined in the West, is just one way of 

defining quality education. Yet the results suggest that this is the model which is promoted by the participants 

in this study—without further critical inspection.  

 

4.2.4. Grasping local culture and educational practices is restricted to field visits and 

meetings with local colleagues  
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During my interviews I was not only aiming at obtaining a better understanding of how my interviewees 

and their organisations learn about local culture, but also more specifically how they learn about local 

education practices. The answer to this question was unanimous: they learn via local staff in their country 

offices. Furthermore, for organisations engaging in projects that focused on mother tongue education and/or 

education for persons with disabilities, the strongest source of information enhancing the understanding of the 

local context, were their local partner organisations. In general, local CSOs were described as anything from 

having ‘poor organisational skills’ but being ‘rich on knowledge about the local context’, to powerful 

organisations with strong influence on local politics. No matter their capacity, the best picture of the local 

context was thought to be obtained via them. In addition to these two most frequent answers, some also 

mentioned visits to the beneficiary areas and beneficiary interviews. However, most of the interviewees were 

on the one hand indicating that it is not their task to be that familiar with the local context as that is what the 

local staff is for, ‘they, especially, know their local context’, as one participant stated. On the other hand, I got 

the feeling that the participants were at the same time, trying to somehow convince me that everything is in 

order, and that they are ‘familiar enough’ with local practices. The results suggest however, that the 

interviewees knowledge risked being limited.    

Only one participant was critical of ways in which Finnish actors learn about the local environment, and 

summarised his concern followingly:  

But beyond, you know, reading about education policy or speaking with the staff or being 

fortunate enough to travel and visit the country, that is definitely where our limitation is in terms 

of, you know, familiarising ourselves as best as we can.  

 

The same interviewee continued like this:  

I think more NGOs, including us, should start with spending more time with our country office 

counterparts. Because easily we are just bringing our way—our methodology of working. This 

is so wrong, and I try to highlight that when going into a project proposal, you should first try 

to understand the culture and try to have visited the country. Fortunately, we visit many of the 

countries before and spend time there before writing a proposal with the team so that, you know, 

we learn how certain terminology, certain words, certain ways of working do not work for 

certain cultures. So, making sure to adapt your work is quite needed. And I do not think that 

many NGOs do that. I think we have our way of working. And…  I think we need to be better 

about understanding local cultures, customs and the “faut pas” of, you know, you're not allowed 

to say something so directly—in Ethiopia you cannot be so blunt about what you're saying, and 

in Ghana you can be much blunter about what you're saying than in Nigeria. So, you know, 

adapting the type of speech, adopting the type of work that you're approaching, adapting the 

way of change to that culture need to be a part of it. But I think what NGOs tend to do is rely 

on our country office counterparts to be that cultural kind of filter.  
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This critiqued reliance on country office counterparts to be the liaison between Finnish culture and local culture 

is exactly what most of the other participants were invoking. Moreover, another interviewee who is 

representing a GO, had similar thoughts: 

It is a huge challenge among Finnish actors—as we often do not have the resources to do good 

enough groundwork so that the base that we build on would be strong enough to hold once you 

start building upon it. It is not only about the human relations of the people involved but also 

about the understanding of the context and the culture. Fortunately, we do it more and more 

these days, but even more should be done. I would say it is extremely critical for the success of 

any project, and I mean we know that many development cooperation projects do not succeed 

or have poor results due to not nurturing these links to reality.   

 

It is worth noting that almost all of the interviewees had done field work in previous positions, meaning that 

they have lived in a beneficiary country for a longer period before. Despite this, no one mentioned it as 

something that would add to their understanding of the local context. While there are obvious differences 

between countries, I consider these experiences on site as potential benefits that could add to their 

understanding of the diversity on local level.  

The importance of knowing the local context for anyone operating in Africa, was mentioned by one 

interviewee working on site. She touched upon problems in education export like this:  

The fact that many Finnish people think that Africa is “one” is definitely a challenge. They 

might say “We have this thing in Nigeria so could we do it in South Africa as well?” We all 

know that Africa is a big continent—and so if for example Russia. Russia is a big country but 

there are some basic principles that everyone follows—the politics is nation-wide. But here we 

have 54 counters, all with differing needs and cultures. So, this is one problem: Finns think that 

Africa is one. Then another problem, which I constantly highlight, is the fact that everything 

cannot be sold here even if there would be a need. It is a big mistake to think that things that 

haven’t been sold elsewhere can be dumped here with the idea that Africans as so poor that it 

is good that they have at least something.  

 

As can be seen above, the results in this sub-chapter suggest that the ways in which education experts 

with administrative roles learn about the status quo in the beneficiary areas are restricted to discussions with 

colleagues in country offices and partner organisations, as well as occasional field visits. This was perceived 

as ‘enough’ by most of the participants. Only a few participants approached this with scepticism and explained 

that scarce resources often lead to poor groundwork and inadequate communication with local level actors, 

and thus the cultural understanding which these communications should enhance, risk at remaining poor.   
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4.3. Navigating from the North through a supportive role 
 
The final research question set out in the introduction is related to how the Finnish actors engaging in education 

projects in the Global South perceive their role. I aim at answering the third research question by looking at 

what kind of role the organisations involved in this study take in the field, that is, what do they focus on in 

their projects (and what not); the change in the role of NGOs over time; as well as the conflict of personal 

drivers versus the general trend of localisation in development cooperation. 

 

4.3.1. Aiming at ameliorating education quality via teacher trainings  
 

While Chapter 4.2.3. summarises the shortcoming in the beneficiary areas as identified by the interviewees, 

this sub-chapter aims at giving an overview of how the organisations involved respond to these challenges. 

This contributes to the aim of RQ3, namely, to understand how the interviewees perceive their own role as 

well as their role as organisations.  

All participants have slightly differing roles within their organisations when it comes to educational 

projects. The most common role among the respondents seemed to be some sort of supporting resource to local 

actors, be it technical or financial, or as advisors or experts in pedagogical questions. One participant said:  

So, we have this principle that we sort of do not have our own projects. We do not want the 

work to be profiles as our work, but we rather support local actors be it financially or with 

expertise.  

 

The participants working on site saw themselves as a ‘bridge between cultures’ and ‘door opener for new 

partnerships’. One participant explained her role like this:   

I consider my work meaningful as I am sort of a bridge between two different cultures, like a 

point of contact that helps in finding mutual interests where both parties sort of can support 

each other and be of benefit to each other.   

 

Whereas the participants working from Finland indicated that their role is mostly administrative or that they 

are ‘paper pushing’: 

My task is to administer our projects in for example India, Nepal, Indonesia and The 

Philippines. We’ve also had a project in Myanmar. So, all the administrative work is on my 

table, but I do also quite often participate in thematic discussions.   

 

One participant explained her administrative role followingly:   

We’ve sort of divided the work so that all the administrative work, for example relating to 

administrative requirements of the MFA or the EU, is done here in Helsinki. And then on the 

field we have the coordinators who are collaborating with our partners in the field—and they 
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are often either advisors or then the coordinators also do this type of general capacity building 

or other financial administrative tasks.  

 

Next, I will look at which local level issues the organisations are targeting, which I conder reflecting the 

role they take as organisations. The most frequent topics that the participants in this study focus on in their 

projects are, in a descending order: arranging and supporting teacher trainings for local teachers; building and 

ameliorating school facilities; targeting girls when it comes to access to education, to knowledge about 

menstrual health, and to access to toilets and a safe environment in school during their menstruation; arranging 

vocational training (especially for women and individuals with disabilities); educating parents when it comes 

to the importance of education; and arranging projects that focus on inclusive education. The majority of the 

inclusive education projects were targeted at including people with disabilities in education, while two actors 

were focusing on education in one’s mother tongue (one of these projects was still only in a piloting phase). 

Other means taken, only occurring once each, are financing the provision of materials; providing technical 

support for education digitalisation; lobbying on the state level; hiring teachers; educating volunteers; non-

formal activities such as after-schools kids clubs and so-called springboards for undocumented children; and 

developing student counselling.  

I will start by taking a closer look at arranging and supporting teacher trainings for local teachers, which 

clearly stood out as the most common means taken. One interviewee described their focus like this:  

So, what we have tried to do in our countries is for example to teach positive pedagogy—so, 

very basic things such as how should the teacher act in difficult situations or with difficult 

students, or for example with students that has special needs. Often the teachers lack these skills, 

they sort of do not have the tools for these special situations. They do not know how to teach 

kids that so to say differ from the norm, which again, we in Finland have much experience of—

so those kinds of things we try to bring to the schools. 

 

Another interviewee highlighted Finnish pedagogical skills as the most valuable thing we can share:  

I would say that educating people—teachers, principals, and special education teachers—

increasing their basic knowledge is where Finland can contribute the most. Of course, many 

other businesses relate to this, for example all the education technology that we have, but yet I 

would say that if we really try to find root causes to problems, we always come back to teacher 

know-how. And this is where we can contribute.  

 

Overall, the aim of the teacher trainings seemed to be moving from a teacher-centred pedagogy to a student-

centred one. This could be interpreted as Freire´s concept of true generosity, as the learners are invited to co-

think, co-create, and be critical. However, true generosity involves creating ‘the conditions of liberation’ for 

the oppressed and as seen previously, many respondents identified education policy as discriminating, and thus 

there seemed to be a constant battle between trying to address structural root causes but yet not being prohibited 
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to operate in specific a country. According to Freire, only true generosity poses a real threat to oppressive 

systems. The wealthy elite has no interest in eliminating the exploitative systems that they benefit from 

themselves. False generosity is never a long-term solution to an unjust social order. It would thus be of utter 

importance for education projects to focus on inclusiveness, as well as to do more lobbying work together with 

local CSOs specialised in the rights of different ethnic groups. (Freire 1970.) 

Furthermore, women and girls seemed to be a priority in many projects. Many talked about girls in 

relation to both education about menstrual health and the importance of proper toilets in order to provide a 

safe environment in school even during their period, as well as their access to schooling in general. Women 

were also mentioned in relation to teacher trainings, as some organisations focused on educating female 

teachers as men had been dominating in the profession for long. Reinikka, Niemi, and Tulivuori (2018, 16) 

make an important notion about singular narratives in aid such as ‘women and girls’ not being effective in a 

system where children are not learning: in order for women and girls to benefit from being targeted, the system-

level issues that result in the learning crisis should be addressed first. Addressing the pedagogical skills of 

local teachers is indeed targeting these system-level changes, but what I consider an important part, namely 

the content of schooling and a familiar language of instruction, are yet missing in Finnish education work. If 

the content is irrelevant and the language of instruction unfamiliar, girls will not benefit from being targeted.  

How does these focus points then align with Finnish development policy? Theories of Change and 

Aggregate Indicators for Finnish Development Policy 2020—a report launched by the MFA in 2020—is 

outlining the four key-areas of Finnish development policy. Relevant here is number three, which addresses 

‘Education and peaceful democratic societies’ (MFA 2020). For this area, around 20 outputs have been set, 

out of which the following four are of interest in this study: 1. ‘Inclusiveness of the education system 

strengthened (mother-tongue, disability, gender and pre-primary education)’, 2. ‘Enhanced institutional 

capacity to improve learning outcomes’, 3. ‘Teaching and learning practices and educational environments 

improved’ and 4. ‘Women and girls with disabilities have access to vocational training’ (MFA 2020, 10). The 

organisations represented in this study seem to focus at least on number three relating to teaching and learning 

practises, while the other key-areas get less attention. Inclusiveness is mostly addressed in terms of including 

girls in education and securing a safe learning environment for them, while other vulnerable groups mentioned 

in the target receive less attention. Moreover, as Finnish development policy is grounded in the SDGs, the 

report further demonstrates how the targets presented above contribute specifically to SDG 4.1 ‘By 2030, 

ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to 

relevant and effect’ and 4.5. ‘By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all 

levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, Indigenous 

peoples and children in vulnerable situations.’ An interesting remark is that the Finnish development policy 

from 2020 does not mention ethnic groups or indigenous peoples, despite these terms being relevant in SDG 

4. Furthermore, these were indeed mentioned in Finland’s older development policy from 2004, which focused 

on ‘universal primary education for all and, in particular, the promotion of girls’ school attendance, inclusive 
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education― disabilities, ethnic minorities, and mother-tongue based education―and technology’ (Reinikka, 

Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 24). 

To summarise: the interviewees working in administrative roles off-site see themselves mostly in a 

supporting role—be it technical, financial, or as advisors or experts. The participants working on site all see 

themselves as a bridge between two cultures and an enabler of mutually benefit cooperation. The most common 

means taken, and simultaneously an indication of what role they take as organisations, is arranging and 

supporting teacher trainings for local teachers. This was seen as contributing to ameliorating the quality of 

education, and thus contributing to solving the learning crisis. Inclusiveness is mostly addressed in terms of 

including girls in education and securing a safe learning environment for them. When comparing the means 

taken with education related targets in Finnish development policy, they contribute particularly to one out of 

four targets which addresses teaching and learning practises.  

 

4.3.2. Schooling content and language of instruction rarely in focus  
 

Another observation that led to the conclusion that epistemological choices align with Western 

epistemology were the lack of projects focusing on content of schooling or language of instruction. My 

observation was confirmed by the participant who works as an inclusive education specialist:  

The promotion of mother tongue education has not been a priority for Finland, which is quite 

odd and education in sign language is also something that is relatively rare in the Finnish 

development cooperation circles.  

 

Language is a fundamental part of one’s cultural identity and is closely linked with knowledge systems 

(UNESCO 2019). Embracing linguistic diversity in education would therefore simultaneously be embracing 

diversity and epistemological pluralism. Mother language-based, multilingual (MLB-ML) approaches to 

literacy development is one way to address literacy, and typically these initiatives start the acquisition of 

literacy skills in a mother language and then gradually exposing the learner to a second language. Cummins 

(2000) states that this type of initiatives have over the past several decades demonstrated multiple cognitive, 

psychological, linguistic, pedagogical, socio-cultural, and economic benefits, especially for speakers of 

minority languages. However, UNESCO estimates that globally, about 40% of the population does not have 

access to education in a language they speak or understand (2019)—and this is highly alarming. Very few 

participants discussed issues related to language, but for example, the inclusive education specialist explained 

how language is inter-linked with what is being taught:  

When it comes to mother tongue education, the preservation and development of culture is 

always present—especially so that we would not lose all the stories, songs and poems. This type 

of knowledge that is collected from elders should be the basis when creating in school materials 

and there are two reasons for this: one is that like this we get relevant content for those people—

for children, for youth and sometimes for adults, especially for women. The second reason is 
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that we want to highlight that it is the elders who has this knowledge and if the traditions, songs, 

poems and crafts are not collected they are lost for good.  

 

It is notable that this quote brings up age in a positive light while age otherwise throughout the interviews was 

connected to negative hierarchies. This quote reflects the idea of elders as wise and with a great deal of valuable 

knowledge that risks being forgotten if it is not incorporated in, or sometimes replacing, current content of 

schooling in areas with indigenous peoples. This has been noted in previous studies as well, and for example 

UNESCO says that:  

Globalisation threatens the survival of numerous minority and indigenous languages. Some 

2,680 spoken languages are estimated to be in danger of disappearing. If not preserved and 

revitalised, not only will these languages become extinct, but the cultures, worldviews, 

histories, and traditions associated with them will also disappear. (2019, 7.) 

 

The same interviewee described how their projects focusing on content and language usually proceed:   

Usually, we hire youth from that community as assistants. They are youth that have studied in 

Khmer (national language in Cambodia) but who have learned a minority language at home as 

their first language, and therefore can teach in it. They are often super excited, and their task is 

to collect material … as part of the projects often is collecting and preserving the knowledge 

from elders in that community, after which the youth develop new things in their own language 

based on their own traditions. I do not like the word empowering… But maybe this is what 

makes them they carry on—maybe this is what motivates them. Because they barely get 

anything paid, as the teaching it is almost just voluntary work.  

 

This seemed to be the only organisation prioritising these topics in their work, and the results suggest that 

while there is some level of awareness among Finnish actors about other epistemologies, it is yet nothing that 

is perceived as crucial. Likewise does Taylor-Leech and Benson (2017) note that language policy is rarely in 

focus in development cooperation—despite its critical importance for addressing inequalities.  

When discussing content of schooling one participant said like this:  

It is dialogue between large actors: between national education authorities and international 

parties. And sometimes when looking at this I have noticed that it can be tricky to get real 

excitement from local authorities on a smaller geographic area as, at least in the beginning, they 

might feel like the direction is coming from the outside… So sometime these is small resistance 

to be noted… 

 

Inclusive education is a concept that is of specific interest in this thesis, as language and content are 

important elements of it. As learned in the introduction, inclusive education can be defined in a narrow sense, 

where it refers only to people with disabilities, or alternatively in a broader sense, where numerous factors 
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contributing to discrimination in mainstream education are included. While the discussions indicated that 

content and language was not in focus in the work that the participants’ organisations did, I asked them later 

on during the interviews specifically about their thoughts related to inclusive education. Then, most of the 

participants did indeed mention some examples of it from their work. The responses were quite divided, 

however. On the one hand, there were those who wanted to prove that they are taking measures towards a more 

inclusive education system, by for example saying that they are ‘funding the translation of education materials’ 

and ‘including disabled persons in village level committees’. Notable in these quotes are that they either refer 

to translations, which has been brought up as problematic previously in this study as the content risks being 

irrelevant; or then they refer to inclusive in its narrow sense, that is, only including children with disabilities. 

Another interviewee commented that they are now in a phase where they are ‘piloting a project related to 

bilingualism and mother tongue education’. One participant however stated that:  

Even if I have seen such projects, mother tongue education is rarely put centre stage in 

educational projects. Maybe it is because this would most likely require bigger structural 

change. Mother tongue education is almost impossible to implement, if the education system is 

not supporting it because all the materials—and now I am talking about development 

cooperation projects. 

 

On the other hand, there were those who said that inclusiveness is yet not much more than ‘a stamp that is put 

on afterwards’ and remains ‘superficial’ rather than being something that is cross cutting the projects. There 

was a shared perception among the ones who critiqued the concept, that for a project to be truly successful in 

terms of inclusiveness, it should be the priority or core focus of that project.  

The lack of focus on these topics seems to dominate the education export sector as well. In the words of 

the inclusive education specialist:  

It is astonishing how rarely inclusiveness is mentioned in steering groups in which the education 

ministry, the ministry of foreign affairs, companies, universities and research centres all 

participate. There is a great deal of discussion only about mainstream education export and that 

is why I always tend to bring up inclusiveness in these discussions otherwise it is forgotten.  

 

A significant notion about local attitudes towards learning in your mother tongue was also made:  

Ethnic minorities might not always think that they should learn in their mother tongue—it is 

not at all like this in the matter of fact. A common perception is that if you want your children 

to succeed, they have to study in the majority language. And making the people understand that 

the idea of learning in your mother tongue is not that you learn how to read and count in that 

language, but the fact that learning to read is something you do one time in your life—that is 

not an easy task.  
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This could be interpreted as Escobar’s ‘underdeveloped subjectivity’, which is a product of the discourse used 

by the development apparatus. Over time, people’s ideas about themselves change, and they start undermining 

their own language. Various other studies discuss this and explain that a part of the reason why education is 

often in English, French, or Spanish is because local parents believe learning one of these languages is a 

prerequisite for better economic outcomes and social mobility, which again is a product of globalisation 

(Harber 2014, 263; Trudell 2016; UNESCO 2019). Brock-Utne (2015) highlights that in fact, parents are 

confusing learning a new language with learning in a new language. Languages should rather be taught as a 

subject in school. 

Moreover, if looking at how inclusive education is approached in Finnish education policy, there are 

some indicators pointing towards the narrower definition of inclusive, that is, only including people with 

disabilities. These remarks can be made by examining the Stepping Up Finland’s Role in Global Education 

report (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori, 2018), which outlines Finnish education development history as well 

as plans forward. The first notion stated in the report is, that Finnish hallmarks have been girls’ education and 

education of children with disabilities, while for example ethnic and language groups are not mentioned. 

Moreover, while Finland has had a focus on providing technical assistance in inclusive education via its 

bilateral aid programs, and has succeeded in doing so: ‘An evaluation of inclusive education in 2015 found 

that the Finnish support has had a significant impact in changing the legislation and education policies of 

partner countries which in every country reviewed―Ethiopia, Kosovo, Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru―had 

moved in the direction of recognising the right to education of children with special needs’, the groups included 

are quite narrow. That is, the report continues by giving an account of the measures taken in each of the six 

bilateral partner countries, and these clearly mainly include children with disabilities, while the inclusion of 

ethnic and language groups is likewise absent here. Additionally, the last notion from the report, is its reasoning 

regarding quality education as being ‘best for equity’—meaning that children with different backgrounds 

should all be entitled to quality education. While this sounds good so far, the further exemplification of 

different backgrounds as relating to ‘gender, poverty, disability, or refugee status’ refers again to the narrower 

use of the concept of inclusiveness. Language or ethnic groups are thus not included here either, which suggests 

that inclusiveness is approached in its narrow definition in Finnish education related development policy. 

However, in addition to focusing on inclusive education in its bilateral programs, Finland focuses on the same 

topic in the sector programs that the MFA participates in. Reinikka, Niemi, and Tulivuori (2018, 38) highlight 

that in these programs the concept of inclusiveness has indeed been approached with focus on the right to 

mother tongue education. Particular success has been obtained in Ethiopia where work related to inclusive 

education began in the 80s, and finally today the topic has been mainstreamed in their new education program. 

What remains unclear in the report is whether this work relies on translations of materials, and if they do, who 

are these materials initially made for. (Reinikka, Niemi and Tulivuori 2018, 16, 37, 39.) 

To sum it up, the results in this study suggest, in line with previous studies, that Finnish actors are rarely 

focusing on neither the content of schooling nor the language used in teaching. This would however be crucial, 

as language is a fundamental part of one’s cultural identity and is closely linked with knowledge systems 
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(UNESCO 2019). Embracing linguistic diversity in education would therefore simultaneously be embracing 

diversity and epistemological pluralism. The complexity of the reality when it comes to place specific content 

in ones’ mother tongue is reflected in the interviews: their importance risk being undermined first, by local 

education policy due to historical reasons and internal tensions, second, by international actors who promote 

standardisation, and third, by the people affected as they have learned to believe that in order to succeed in 

life, their children have to study in the majority language or in a lingua franca. 

 

4.3.3. Global CSOs: From service providers to localisation advocates  
 
This research is especially well-timed in the light of to the latest trend in international aid, namely ‘aid 

localisation’ (Vielajus and Charancle 2019, 150). The localisation of aid indicates in practice that both 

emergency and development aid should be directed more via grassroot organisations, be closer to its recipients, 

and cut out intermediaries (Vielajus and Charancle 2020, 150). It is developed as a solution to current issues 

in development aid polices and practice, such as the lack of coherence, unequal power relations and 

depoliticization (Belda-Miquel et al. 2019). Aid localisation is not only considered morally and ethically right, 

there is also growing literature showing that aid localisation increases the impact and improves the 

effectiveness of aid (Emmens and Clayton, 2017). As a term localisation gained attention after the World 

Humanitarian Summit in 2016, and since then, several initiatives working towards increased localisation in 

both humanitarian and development cooperation actions have been launched.  

When the interviewees were reflecting over their role and aims as an organisation, almost all 

interviewees representing a CSO talked about aiming at strengthening local capacities, local ownership, and 

increasing agency. There was a common perception that striving towards localisation is simultaneously 

reducing dependencies. This was explained for example followingly:  

When their own capacity is growing, their own experts are born, and like this their dependency 

on us is reducing—as it should be. Know-how in itself is not enough if there isn’t money, but I 

believe that know-how slowly brings money as well. And then their own structures are 

developed, and the state is becoming stronger. Like this they can create their own foundation 

for quality schooling—yeah, I would say that I believe that knowledge-based work reduces 

dependencies.   

 

Someone else reflected on reduced dependencies like this:  

The schools cannot be dependent on funding from the Finnish government. That is pretty much 

what the rights-based approach in today’s development cooperation means, no? Dependencies 

are not be created so that everything ends when we decide that now funding ends. We are not 

building schools which would be impossible for the partner to maintain once we leave. We 

rather support state schools which continue to exist, no matter if we are there or not.  
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Many interviewees also highlighted that CSOs are no longer service providers: 

This has changed—still 15 years ago CSOs were service providers themselves. There were blind 

schools and rehabilitation centres providing schooling as well.  

 

Another participant explained the same development followingly:  

The operating model has changed. You see, we (CSOs) used to build schools and run them, but 

today the idea is more that real change—and with this I mean the empowerment of the civil 

society and the development to strong democracies—happens only if the society can carry the 

responsibilities that they are facing. The idea is rather to support this process, so that when our 

country program ends, the know-how and the knowledge stays with them.   

 

When discussing dependencies one participant said that, according to her, cooperation is always a positive 

thing as long as it happens on fair terms:   

I think that all type of global cooperation is useful as long as it happens on fair terms. Lately, 

my motto has been that the future geniuses are born on this continent (Africa)—this is the 

continent of the future. We are completely foolish in Finland if we do not get this. Finland has 

a good relationship with many countries here and we should appreciate and see the value of 

actually having the right to co-operate with the innovative youth in South African universities. 

I think it is a huge privilege! The fact that we think that we know everything in Finland—that 

we can solve all the problems in the world… the truth is that Europe or the Global North is to 

be blamed for most of the global problems today. We need new brains and new eyes to get out 

of this. Those who at the moment have the courage to invest in science and innovation on this 

continent, will be a future winner. And I mean winner in the sense that the world becomes a 

better place for everyone.   

 

Only a few participants expressed their scepticism when it comes to reducing dependencies, of which the 

following quote is an example:  

I would say dependencies are endemic in the INGO world and in non-profit work in that we are 

so eager to just get the next tranche of money, that we would try not to form that dependency, 

but if between a) finishing a product and making sure that our donor is not angry at us, and b) 

making sure that we do not have that dependency, I think one of them will win more often than 

the other.  

 

Another critical view was communicated like this:  

The relationship has not been fair, it has been going on for decades, and still does—easily we 

(CSOs) are operating from Western point of view. 
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A concrete example of localisation was hiring local staff to an increasing extent. Moreover, I interpreted this 

as contributing to justifying their work as well. Throughout the interviews, both direct and indirect statements 

in support of the ‘rightness’ of one’s actions were made, and it seemed important for the interviewees to 

repeatedly somehow reassure that what they do is correct or justifiable. The most common argument for 

justifying their work was to hire mostly locals in country offices and embassies, ‘in order to strengthen the real 

knowledge about the local context’ as they are ‘the experts of their own context’. 

Only one participant approached localisation with scepticism. This respondent is among the youngest 

interviewees, around 30-years old, and is the one who seemed to have reflected over the same type of problems 

that I am in this thesis: 

CSOs tend to rely on our country office counterparts to be that cultural kind of filter. So, we'll 

say something, and then we expect our counterparts to say otherwise. You know, “that is not 

going to work here”. But I do not think there is oftentimes—I think this has a lot to do with the 

Global North and Global South power dynamic—I do not think oftentimes our counterparts feel 

empowered to say “that is a really bad idea” because often it is technically found.  

 

This has also been confirmed by previous research about partnerships in the aid sector, in which the quality of 

partnerships and how they are seen and perceived by those involved in them has been critiqued (Blum 2020). 

The words used by INGOs to describe their approach to partnerships and their partnership practices do not 

match the reality as experienced by those partners, and despite aiming for localisation, local actors are not 

happy with the results (Blum 2020). In 2020, over 100 organisations operating in the Global South addressed 

collectively an open letter to INGOs, in which they expressed their discontent towards attempts to localise aid 

(Blum 2020). Power is claimed to remain with the INGO that provides the funding, and the partnership 

struggles to be a partnership of equals (Emmens and Clayton, 6). This letter questioned not only the quality of 

the partnerships but asked as well:  

Do you need to exist in every country with your brand? No. There are often local organisations, 

like us, who work effectively on the ground, with better connections to the local community. 

And many of us also have the skills and capacity to represent our issues on the world stage. 

 

When I later on during the discussions asked the interviewees what they think could be improved in their work 

or in the aid sector in general, closer collaboration with local staff was wished for by many. Examples of how 

this could be done was keeping closer contact with the implementing level via technologies such as WhatsApp 

and spending more time with country office staff in order to obtain a more equal partnership and giving more 

agency to locals. This suggests that localisation might not be as easy in practise as the interviewees make it 

sound.   

Another interesting comment related to the reason why locals are hired at country offices was presented 

by another participant:  
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Of course, we hire locals and not foreigners on expat contracts as it is more expensive and not 

that smart in general either.  

 

This occurred however only once but is interesting in the sense that it raises the question whether local staff is 

hired rather due to economic reasons but then however used as an argument to support the cultural relevancy 

of one’s work.  

To conclude, the participants in this study all mentioned aid localisation, which is in line with latest 

trend in international aid. Most of the participants saw a strengthened local capacity as contributing to reduced 

dependencies. A concrete way of reducing dependencies mentioned by many was the shift that happened 

around 15 years ago in the role of international CSOs from service providers to supporters of local projects. 

Another concrete example enhancing localisation was hiring local staff. Only a few participants mentioned 

issues related to Global North and South power structures, as affecting localisation negatively and maintaining 

dependencies in practise. This comment is in line with previous research on localisation.  

 

4.3.4. Current role not as rewarding on a personal level  
 

When I asked my participants what their work means to them, the most common answer was that they find it 

‘truly meaningful’. The feeling of meaningfulness was mainly explained to result from a strong belief in that 

education is alleviating poverty. One participant said for instance:  

I think education is the only way to kind of break free from that oppression, you know, from 

knowing what your rights are and what you're capable of.  

 

Another thing that stood out in particular, was that around half of the interviewees were exemplifying the sense 

of meaningfulness via real-life stories. One interviewee said for example:  

Recently we got a story from our project in Mozambique about a girl called Sonia with a 

disability that would have required a wheelchair, but as she did not have one, she had never had 

the chance to go to school. As a part our project she then got a wheelchair, but yet her partners 

did not have the courage to send her to school. But with the support of our employees and the 

support of her community she is now in school. Even if this is about helping only one little girl, 

it is still sort proof of that although my work sometimes feels so administrative, it really does 

matter. At the end we help people to live a dignified life. It is extremely rewarding to see the 

change on an individual level—I mean of course it is great that the learning results in a specific 

area becomes better over time—but it is not as touching as those individual stories. It really 

gives you motivation to keep up the paper-pushing.  

 

Many participants also mentioned the frustration resulting from only being able to do so little, which often 

related to comments about the slow pace of structural change. As a result, the interviewees agreed on that ‘one 
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has to find the joy and motivation in smaller thing as well as in the belief that education is important’, as one 

participant stated. Another participant said:  

It keeps coming to my mind, that what if our projects are too broad and we only can help each 

person so little—should we rather help fewer people more? But maybe this is more of the 

outdated way to think of it as aid—today it is and should be more about cooperation and 

development happens slower, but it happens. 

 

Here I detect a conflict between what feels the most rewarding and the trend of strengthening the locals in 

order to foster structural, and often slower, change. However, by addressing what feels the most rewarding 

one risk at engaging in ‘false generosity’ (Freire 1970). Freire calls the type of work that indeed helps, such as 

these individual success stories, false as they do not address the root causes. 

Highlighted by only one informant, but yet an interesting point is the ‘dangers’ of localisation. She 

argues followingly:  

Some even see localisation as a threat because if all the money goes directly to locals CSOs, 

international organisations becomes useless.  

 

Another participant had similar thoughts:  

The biggest meaning of our work would be to make ourselves needless.  

 

This on the other hand, is what Freire (1970) calls true generosity, i.e., actions that tackle root causes and truly 

gives agency to the locals. A scenario in which the middleman is not needed anymore, is considered fearful 

among the middlemen (in this case INGOs), and thus there is an incentive to maintain their position and thus 

exercises false generosity (Freire 1970).  

To conclude, there seems to be a contradiction between what gives the most satisfaction for the 

respondents and the status quo in international aid where long-term structural change is supported via 

localisation and by adopting a supportive role.  
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5. Concluding Remarks 
 

This research is a contribution to the critical discourse on globalising schooling. The study aimed at obtaining 

an overview of where Finnish actors engaging in education projects in the Global South stand when it comes 

to tackling the learning crisis. Based on a discourse analysis on qualitative interviews with 15 education 

experts, it can be concluded that current way of globalising education still relies almost without exception on 

Western epistemology while other epistemologies are neglected. The results suggest that the most common 

way to ameliorate the quality of schooling, is by arranging teacher trainings for local teachers, while neither 

the content of schooling nor the language of instruction is in focus. This would however be crucial, as language 

is a fundamental part of one’s cultural identity and is closely linked with knowledge systems (UNESCO 2019). 

Embracing linguistic diversity in education would therefore simultaneously be embracing diversity and 

epistemological pluralism. Followingly, many children keep having a hard time gaining from formal 

schooling.     

The research problem outlined in the introduction, relates to the so-called learning crisis and current 

ways of solving it. First, I problematised the term itself, as it indicates that standardised content is the only or 

at least desired way of learning, and when basic skills in numeracy and literacy are not obtained in the Global 

South, it is perceived as a crisis in the Global North. Building on this, I outlined two pitfalls or risks in current 

ways of solving the learning crisis. I called the first pitfall the risk of Westernising the world through education, 

and the second pitfall the risk of enhancing an unsustainable relationship with nature in the process. 

Followingly, I set out to obtain a better understanding of where Finnish actors engaging in education projects 

in the Global South stand when it comes to solving the learning crisis. 

The theoretical framework outlined in this thesis was post-development and decolonial theory. In 

Chapter three I illustrated how development is not culture-free, but it is a process by which individuals rooted 

in one cultural tradition interact with individuals and agencies from another (Harber 2014). The concept of 

development is seen as an extension of colonialism that is brought from the outside and is based on Western 

views, and thus cannot truly help its recipients (Escobar 1995, 215). Therefore, post-development school of 

thought search for ‘alternatives to development’ instead of ‘alternative development’. I highlighted here the 

important notion that post-development theory does not believe that the bettering of social organisation is 

impossible, nor is it a call for a return to earlier ways of life, but rather that this bettering should be rooted in 

place, in local culture and in local epistemologies. The ‘post-World War II development -project’ (PWWII) 

contains all the different development stands from state led to market led solutions that has taken place after 

WW2, and one of the most prominent findings in this thesis is that Finnish education projects in the Global 

South still are in line with the PWWII project despite the fact that it has been heavily critiqued in academia 

(Matthews 2007). Below is a summary of the findings that suggested this.  

When it comes to the first research question on how local voices are included in the work, the results 

demonstrated that a recognised diversity on local levels partly translates into practical inclusion. That is, the 

focus has for long been on girls’ access to education and a safe schooling environment, while different 
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epistemologies and languages have not been in focus. The participants recognised differences in local 

knowledge holders compared to typical knowledge holders in the West, such as for example village chiefs and 

elders as key persons in permitting access to villages as well as the ones having the power to influence villagers. 

The results indicated however that these people are rather treated as some sort of gatekeepers, as the actual 

collaboration seemed to happen with bigger actors such as education authorities as well as local and 

international CSOs. Thus, village chiefs and elders does not seem to have a say among authorities. Further, 

the results suggested that some locals in higher positions have been educated in the West, and it is worth 

noting, that this could signify that they are no longer advocates for traditional values and local epistemologies. 

However, the results suggested that this Western educational background is either not recognised at all, or 

alternatively brought up in a positive light by the participants in the study. Additionally, all participants 

highlighted the importance of community involvement, which again, reflects their understanding of the cultural 

aspects embedded in the importance of community.  

The second research question was addressing the participants’ knowledge of the local context and ways 

in which they have learned it, and the results demonstrated that while the participants have a good 

understanding of some areas, they have a lack in understanding of others. The results suggested that the Finnish 

organisations involved in this study have limited knowledge on how schooling materials are produced in 

today’s globalised world, and while they think these processes are in the hands of local authorities and thus 

focusing themselves on other topics that they deem more urgent, they simultaneously end up ignoring the 

prevailing situation in which these processes are highly monitored from the Global North (Breidlid 2012). 

Simultaneously, they are excluding local knowledge holders such as elders from content creation. As a 

consequence, the interviewees are not particularly familiar with what is being taught in schools, but most of 

them were under the impression that the content is applicable and relevant for the learners’ everyday lives. 

Previous studies have however showed that the global education arena is characterised by standardisation, in 

which universalistic norms, structures, and content is applied (Sampson and Marguerite 2019). Nevertheless, 

the participants expressed an understanding of the politicized nature of education policy in the Global South, 

but yet they experienced that supporting local education policy was one of the better ways to achieve results. 

The results suggested that reasons to this are that the interviewees find other things as more pressing, as well 

as easier to promote as questions relating to ethnic groups are complex and not always welcome on state level. 

The politicized nature of education policy refers to the identified internal conflicts between different ethnic 

groups. 

It can be concluded that the learning crisis is recognised by the participants, and as no one raised 

questions about the term itself it suggests that the participants do not find the concept problematic. The 

participants confidently identified various local level challenges which gives indications on their view of 

quality education. The challenges that clearly stand out were unqualified teachers, a hierarchical education 

system, and poor teacher student ratio. Defining quality education depends on the values and ideologies of the 

beholder, and both the content and structure of formal schooling as defined in the West, is just one way of 

defining quality education. Yet the results suggested that this is the model which is promoted by the 
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participants in this study—without further critical inspection. Moreover, the results suggested that the ways in 

which education experts with administrative roles learn about the status quo in the beneficiary areas are 

restricted to discussions with colleagues in country offices and partner organisations, as well as occasional 

field visits. This is perceived as ‘enough’ by the majority of the participants while a few interviewees explained 

how, in reality, these encounters which should contribute to an understanding of the operational environments 

and its nuanced culture, risk at being too few.  

When it comes to the third and final research question on the participants’ perception of their role, this 

study demonstrated how the participants perceive their overall role as organisations as ‘supportive’ when it 

comes to local education policy and projects. More specifically, the results suggested that interviewees 

working in administrative roles off-site see themselves mostly as having a supporting role—be it technical, 

financial or as advisors or experts. The participants working on site, all see themselves as a bridge between 

two cultures and an enabler of mutually beneficial cooperation. The most common means taken, and 

simultaneously an indication of what role they take as organisations, was arranging and supporting teacher 

trainings for local teachers. Inclusiveness seems mostly to be addressed in terms of including girls in education 

and securing a safe learning environment for them, while a few approach inclusiveness as including children 

with disabilities, and almost no one approach it as including different ethnic and language groups. Thus, the 

results in this study suggested, in line with previous studies, that Finnish actors are rarely focusing on neither 

the content of schooling nor the language of instruction. This would however be crucial, as language is a 

fundamental part of one’s cultural identity and is closely linked with knowledge systems (UNESCO 2019). 

Embracing linguistic diversity in education would therefore simultaneously be embracing diversity and 

epistemological pluralism. The complexity of the reality when it comes to place specific content in ones’ 

mother tongue is reflected in the interviews: their importance risk being undermined first, by local education 

policy due to historical reasons and internal tensions, second, by international actors who promote 

standardisation, and third, by the people affected as they have learned to believe that in order to succeed in 

life, their children have to study in the majority language or in a lingua franca. Furthermore, the participants 

all mentioned the trend of aid localisation which guides their work. The aim is to strengthen local capacities 

and thus address root causes and reduce dependencies—the same trend has also been noted in other studies 

(Vielajus and Charancle 2019, 150). Finally, there seems to be a contradiction between what gives the most 

satisfaction for the respondents in their work, that is, seeing results in practice, and the status quo in 

international aid where long-term structural change is supported via localisation and by adopting a supportive 

role. 

All in all, this thesis has proven that without close investigation of one’s actions, good-intentioned 

organisations and actors risk enhancing cultural assimilation and irreversible change. In order to contribute to 

solving the learning crisis, this study suggests that practitioners in the field of education development in the 

Global South should increasingly focus on projects in which the main focus is the learner’s mother tongue and 

the content of schooling, as well as engaging more in lobbying on the state level in order to encourage inclusive 

education policy. This study also suggests increased collaboration with local actors that are locally educated 
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and have a deep understanding of traditional knowledge and cultural aspects. Together these actions could not 

only contribute to children actually learning, but also for them to learn content that is relevant to their daily 

lives while preserving valuable traditional knowledge. This has not only moral and ethical justifications but 

contributes simultaneously to preserving a sustainable relationship to nature—which likewise is crucial in light 

of the current climate crisis.  
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Appendix: Interview Guide and Questions 
 

Questions guiding the interviews (translated from Finnish) 

1. Let’s start with a recap of your educational and professional background, how did you end up in this 

position? 

2. How is your current job connected to education? 

a. What countries, projects, role, aims 

3. What language do you speak in the countries you work in?  

4. Tell me a bit about who you collaborate with in the beneficiary countries and how do you choose 

these partners?  

5. What education related projects does your organisation do?  

a. If supporting local projects rather than running own projects, do you see any risks with this? 

(e.g. supporting discrimination of some ethnic groups) 

6. Tell me about how you in general go about when you start a project? 

7. Tell me a bit about how you plan the content of the education and is there something particular to 

bear in mind? (local schedules, curriculums, are local livelihoods included) 

a. In case you are not involved in content creation yourself, what do you know about it? / Who 

is in charge of it in the countries you work in? 

b. Are there any issues related to content creation that you are aware of? Is there anything you 

can do about these? 

8. Who would you identify as local knowledge holders?  

a. How do you take them into consideration in your work?   

9. How do you familiar yourself with local culture, thinking, habits and values? 

10. How do you familiar yourself with local education practises and do they differ from Finnish 

education practises? 

a. How do you take this into consideration in your work? 

11. What would you say are the biggest issues related to education in the beneficiary areas? 

a. And in what way can your organisation help in solving these issues?    

12. Are there any inequalities related to the inclusion of different ethnic groups regarding access to 

education and/or the contents of education?  

a. Is there anything you can do about this? 

13. Do you see it as creating any form of dependencies or does it solely build local capacities?  

14. How do you evaluate your work? 

15. What does this work mean to you? 

16. What are you particularly happy about and is there something that could be done better? 

17. Can you name a key takeaway that you have learned along the years while working with education 

projects in the Global South?    
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