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Developing Eductional Research Capacity

from above: The Case of the IFER

Introduction

Over the last five years, increasing concern has been expressed by members
of the international research community about the need to pay more atten-—
tion to issues of research capacity building in education. This concern,
however, has been limited to a relatively select number of individuals
operating in close collaboration with the international organizations that
are establishing the major policy trends in education research or with the
agencies which are allocating financial resources for education research as

part of a network of international aid.

A number of international conferences, seminars. and workshops have been
organized in the past, and a variety of studies have been funded by inter-
national organizations, to discuss existing trends in educational research,
to delineate new approaches and strategies that may strengthen national and
regional research capacities in the developing world, and to document the
state-of-the art of education research in the Third World. These efforts
have largely been directed toward identifying major areas of interest among
educators and policy-makers, toward examining the problems affecting the
production of education research, and toward assessing the conditions

affecting national research capacities.

The results of these efforts have been as varied as the attempts them

selves, focusing upon the interaction of theoretical and the empirical
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factors in a research milieu. Thev have attempted to make policy recommen—
dations to govermment and private institutions involved in research in edu-
cation, and to present for discussion alternatives for action in regard to
research areas, research methods, and use of research resources. Althouwgh
some of these efforts have produced positive outcomes, there are still many
aspects of the research enviromments of developing countries which remain

unchanged, indicating that the gap between developed and developing coun-

tries in regard to education research capacities could became even greater

in the years to come.

This paper will discuss one specific attempt initiated to strengthen edu-
cational research capacities in developing countries: the creation of an
international consortium to channel educational resources and research
funding to "less developed countries”. Specifically, the paper will focus
on the initiative put forward by the World Bank and the International Asso-
ciation for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IFA) to create an
international fund to improve the efficiency and the effectiveness of deve-

loping countries' capacity to investigate educational problems.

A First Attempt

Between 1981 and 1983, the Hucation Department of the World Bank, in con-
Junction with the TEA, made several attempts to design the basic organiza-
tional and operational structure of what was to be called "the Internatio-
nal Fund for Rducational Research in Developing Countries" or IFFR. As

outlined in several documents, the IFER was to use the existing infrastruc-
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ture and organizational framework of the IFA, and its experience in mana-
ging research projects in education, to channel resources, both financial
and technical, to member countries of the Association. It was expected
that the research to be undertaken would fall within the areas, priorities,
and methodological approaches identified by the consortium as the most
appropriate for dealing with the problams of education in the developing

world.

The funds to be allocated by the consortium were to came fram the contribu-
tions of bi-lateral and multilateral agencies and donor organizations inte-
rested in supporting education research in developing countries. Thus
between 1981 and 1983, 1n order to generate agreement about this initiative
both the Bank and the IEA approached over this period several international
donors and presented various versions of this proposal in various interna-

tional fora.

Serious concerns were voiced by individuals and organizations not only
about the actual proposals, but also about the potential implications of
implementing an organization such as the IFER. Three basic questions were
raised in this regard: How would the IFFR affect the availabilitv of
research funds for education on a global scale? How would the access of
rearchers and research institutions fram developing countries to existing
educational research funds be affected?, and how would the mechanisms for
selection of recibients, allocation of funds, and identification of

research priorities to be used by the IFER, affect the autonomy of local
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researchers in making decisions about their countries' research needs and

priorities?

Several issues merit further scrutiny to better understand the implications
of these questions. First.the idea of creating an international fund in
North America that would assist the develomment of educational research
capacity in the Third World was raised at a time in which the relationships
between developed and developing countries were under increasing pressures
due to substantial shifts in the political stance of same of the major
world powers. As a result, of these shifts major changes had also occured
in tems of technical assistance and aid policies directed toward develo-
ping countries or regions that represented an actual or potential economic
or geopolitical risk to the foreign policies of the donor countries, and

therefore, to their major money lending institutions.

ILooking at this situation alongside the major trends which conditioned the
relationships between developed and underdeveloped countries at this time,
such as the effects of a world econamic recession, highly unstable interest
rates, and political changes in the Southern Cone and Central America, the
Middle East, Asia, and Africa, there was sufficient evidence to suggest
that in the future the tensions petween developed and developing countries
are likely to increase rather than disappear. 1In fact, this evidence
indicates that the future access of developing countries to the financial
and scientific resources of developed countries will be even more limited
than in the past, in terms of both actual resources available and condi-

tions established to qualify for these resources.
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A second issue to be considered is that the initiative of creating the IFER
was presented at a time in which developing countries' research camunities
in education and in the social sciences had become especially sensitive to
the role played by most donor organizations and the mechanisms they use in
carrying out their operations. Over the past five years there had been
increasing ooncern among social science researchers in developing countries
not only about reduction of funding opportunities resulting from changes in
donors' policies; but also in regard to the types of research which were
funded and the types of conditions that needed to be fulfilled in appl ying

for the few resources available.

Third, there also seems to be evidence indicating that the mechanisms used
by the TFA and the Bank to consult with the international cammunitv of
donors, researchers, and practitioners were inadequate. Few international
donors, and even fewer researchers fram developing countries (except for
those involved in the IFA network), were consulted in order to obtain a
wide range of opinions regarding the usefulness of the IFFR proposal. its

potential implications, and its mechanisms of operation.

Fourth. it would appear that little attention was paid by the proponents of
the IFER to the potential side-effects of suclh an organization which, in
practice, was designed to monopolize a substantial proportion (approxima-
tely 21 million dollars over a six year period) of the resources available
for education research among the major international donors supporting this

field of activities at the time.
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Finally, and in direct relation to the potential implications of creating a
monopoly of research funds for education research, a fifth issue arises
which should also be taken into account. Both the IEA and the World Bank
tend to represent a particular understanding of what, how, and by wham,
education research should be done in order to impact the development
process. The experience in several developing countries where large scale
empirical research as been undertaken, following the IEA-World Bank
approach has demonstrated to raise serious ideological and methodological

concerns among local educational researchers.

The Proposals

One of the first documents outlining the IFER, "Assisting Rducational
Research in LDCs: A World Bank Proposal" (Gorham, A.B.: 1981a), defined
the initiative as "a multinational research proposal aimed at strengthening
the educational research capacity of Less Developed Countries (LDCs)". The
IFER was portrayed as "an international research consortium of Third World
countries" that would focus on problems of "educational quality and produc
tivity". It was expected that such aconsortium "could constitute an effec—
tive international framework for the provision of financial and technical
assistance to educational research". The final outcome, as outlined by the
document, was to "facilitate the develomment of educational research capa-
cities at the national levels, and enable a greater number of IDCs to par-
ticipate in, and benefit fram; international research in education.”
(1981a:1). Part of the rationale for such an attempt was described in

another document "Research and Rlucation Productivity in LDCs" (May 1981)
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prepared by the Bank which indicated that "as in agriculture, research on
and assessment of education productivity require a multinational, institu-
tional structure. To pursue identical or even similar questions indepen-
dently in every country, in an uncoordinated way, would prove expensive and

inefficient" (1981b:3).

A later document, "The International Fund for Rducational Research in Deve-
loping Gountries (IFER): A Proposal for its Creation" (World Bank, Educa-
tion Department: 1982) indicated that. in the view of the Bank, there were
a number of factors affecting developing countries' research capacities.
Among them, the most pressing was the fact that "developing countries will
never be able to acquire a level of educational productivity and learning
canparable to more wealthy countries unless they have more information on
what works in their own countries, and why" (1982: 4). And that despite
the "substantial range of research support activity. the ability of develo-
ping countries to generate relevant scientific research on education is
crippled by a number of factors." This led the Bank to suggest that "what
is required is an international network of institutions capable of:

(1) identifying the questions relevant to all national erwiromments;

(ii) framing the methodological approaches so that validity is nowhere
krowingly sacrificed; and (iii) managing the research and analysis
efficiently and in different countries simultaneously." 1In this context,
the IFER was seen as a program that would "facilitate the participation of
developing countries in international research projects which generate
ewpirical infommation on national education problems and practices" (1982:

8-9).
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According to a third document, "The International Fund for Bducational
Research in Developing Countries (IFER). An Exploration Paper" (World Bank,
Education Department: 1983), the specific purpose of IFER was "to provide
local education and fiscal planning authorities with infowmation which will
do two things. First it will help them improve the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of their educational investments; second it will help them improve
their local capacity to investigate other critical educational problems

"(1983:1).

It is important to make explicit the assumptions which were underlying the
fomation of the consortium. In fact, there were fundamental contra-
dictions between what it seems to be the conceptualization of this initia-
tive in temms of its proclaimed purposes. related to what to study and how
to conduct efficient and effective educational research in developing coun-
tries, and the actual understanding of the IFER about the problams which
developing countries face today, and the capacity of these countries to
detemnine research priorities and find means to undertake research in

education.

The perception of developing countries as research enviromments which lack
financial resources and adequate technologies to do effective and efficient
research —-—-understood by the Bank and the IFA as research which involves
empirical analyses, measurement of learning and productivity functions,
control of educational experiments, and large scale surveys--, which also
lack appropriate expertise to do comparative research, and which in general

do not have a "suitable research climate" (1982: 8-9), led the proponents
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of this initiative to take a paternalistic approach toward the development

of local research capacities in developing countries.

The presentation of the IFER as "multinational" and "international" seemed
to suggest that the proposals called for the integration and participation
of developing country researchers in planning, designing, and implementing
research in their national settings using their own initiatives and priori-
ties, and funds from the consortium. 1In fact, however, the multinational
and international character of the IFER was resting in a more namninal
understanding of collaboration. Despite the fact that the IFER would use
funds fram different international donors and would involve different coun-
tries at various levels of its organization, the distribution of funds was
intended to be made only among a limited number of recipients. 1In the 1983
version of the proposal it was explicitly indicated that one of the speci-
fic purposes of the IFER was to "assist those research institutions in
developing countries which have already expressed a wish to participate in
five cooperative research studies designed by the International Association
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA)" (1983: 5.1,i). It is
important to indicate also as a point of infowmation. that only those
countries which were members of the IEA network were to be permited to

apply for the IFER's funds.

There was thus little indication that the IFER was conceived as an interna-
tional organization fram the point of view of being open to any developing
country that may decide to apply for its funds. And even those countries

that were eligible to apply for the IFER's funds were not able to detewmine
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their own vesearch priorities, apply their own methodologies, or determine

their own theoretical approaches.

Same Assumptions Behind the Proposals

In developing Third World countries' capacities to do research, the main
concern cannot be, as suggested by the IFER, the research technology alone
or the effectiveness of external mechanisms to transfer such technology to
researchers in isolation from local priorities. The questions that the
IFER proposals did not address were how researchers could improve the exis—
ting capacities and local mechanisms to ensure better research results, and
how they could design their own approaches to achieve the educational

obijectives of their societies.

The whole idea of the IFER was based on the assumption that only one type
of research in education was important from the develomment point of view,
this being research which produces "effective" and "efficient" results in
terms of improving educational productivity. Research in education as
understood by the IFER was empirical in nature, sufficiently broad in scope
to be replicable in different socio-economic contexts, and ideologically

neutral .

The 1982 version of the document gave some indication of the IFER's under-

standing of science underlying the conceptualization of education
research. The document indicated: "the central issue in all science is

the degree to which a phenamenon is or is not universal, and why. Nothing
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else matters quite as much, whether the field is education or physics. By
holding out the possibility of genuine camparability across countries IFA-
sponsored research is potentially one of the most powerful sources of
infomation in the history or research on human capital. By leading the
support for such endeavor the IFER can do more than claim leadership in

helping to generate better education in developing countries" (1982: 18).

This argumnent raises a fundamental controversy regarding the appropriate-
ness of sane of the existing conventional criteria for assessing the ade-
quacy and quality of education, by assuming that educational research in
developing countries can only be assessed fram the point of view of a
scientific paradigm valid in the context of natural sciences. This argu-
ment also leads one to question the potential impact of IFER in tewms of
the potential benefits of an international body designed not only to con-
trol funds fram a number of contributing donor agencies, but to decide on
behalf of developing countries how research in education should be done,

and on what issues.

One of the first versions of the document (1981a), indicated that the
consortium could constitute an effective framework for the provision of
financial and technical assistance to education research, and that it would
facilitate the development of educational research capacities at the natio-
nal level, enabling a greater number of countries to participate in, and
benefit fram, international research in education (1981a: 1). The 1982
version reinforced this idea by arguing that "such an institutional struc-

ture could facilitate cross fertilization, international camparability, and
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standards of education research excellence while, at the same time, meeting
the necessary degree of national relevance, methodologies. and training."

(1982: 9). Finally, in the third version of the proposal (1983), the IFER
was presented as a mechanism that could serve to educate developing country
researchers and government officials to make their educational investments
more efficient and effective, and to improve their local capacity to inves-

tigate critical problems (1983: 5.1).

There were several assumptions implicit in the perceptions of the potential
impact of the IFER. Most of the benefits as outlined by the proposals
would result in teaching researchers how to better understand and inves-
tigate the problems affecting their local education. In doing so, it was
expected that the products of research would became more relevant to and
more effective in improving the outcome of national educational systems.
This, however, would lead one to question the understanding implicit in the
documents about current educational problems in developing countries, the
socio-political contexts under which these problems occur, and the most
appropriate solutions to deal with them. To follow the approach proposed
by the IFER implied both to subordinate developing countries' scientific
autonomy to the priorities and paradigms of empirically-biased organiza-
tions in the North and to view developing country researchers as junior

partners in terms of research competence.

The proposals seemed to assume that educational problems in developing
countries are predominantly quantitative in nature and related to factors

of educational productivity (number of students going through the system,
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number of teachers trained, number of textbooks produced, number of schools
built, etc.). Within this perspective, the difficulties associated with
solving such problems were seen as primarily related to weaknesses of a
technical nature (the way in which research is done, the type of data
collected, the utilization of such data by policy-makers,etc.), thereby
reducing the camplexities of develomment in these countries to a very
narrow understanding of education. This viewpoint resulted in the propo-
nents of the IFER expecting that the benefits that could be derived fram an
organization that provides funds to do a particular type of research could
aiso be limited to technical solutions. It is not clear fram the propo-
sals, how genuinely local educational research capacities were expected to
be developed if the tvpe of problems to be investigated. the methodologies
to be applied, and the resources to be utilized were to be determined from
the North by an organization external to the enviromments where such capa-
city was to be built. Current trends in the relationship between donors
and recipients tend to indicate that by concentrating even further the
financial resources and decisions about funding research in education,
developing country researchers would be in an even more restrictive posi-
tion, not only in terms of access to the few resources available, but

also in tewms of detewmining the problems to be investigated and the
research modalities to be itsed. Studies on the conditions affecting
research capacities in developing countries have indicated that a series of
factors affect the production, dissemination, and use of research results.
In many cases, these factors are not necessarily related to the quality of
the researchers, the appropriateness of the research areas, or the avai-

lability of technical or infrastructural resources. An example in this



Page 13

regard can be found in some of the countries of the Southern Cone of ILatin
Mnerica. where in spite of educational research envirorments of interna-
tional reputation and relatively constant flows of funds from various
international organizations, educational research has had little impact on

changing or even influencing local educational systems.

There were another two issues to which the proponents of IFER paid little
or no attention. These were, first, that the funding of research in educa-
tion in developing countries depends to a large extent upon political
factors outside the arena of education or that of the practice of research;
and second, that although researchers may operate in their own erwiroments
with relative freedom, as recipients of international funds, their rela-
tionship with donors is one of dependency. Politically, research in educa-
tion is dependent upon various factors. At the national level, education
research is detewmmined by the govermments' development plans, by the amount
of public expenditure allocated to education; by the goverrments' priori-
ties in regard to the expected role of the educational systems, by the
political philosophy of the regime in power concerning education and social
sciences research, and by the degree of freedam individuals may have in
society as professionals and citizens. At the international level, educa-
tion research is detemmined by the changes in research emphases among the
developed centres of scientific knowledge, by the role and priorities of
international networks of researchers, and by changes in philosophy and
priorities of funding organizations resulting from shifts in the foreign
policies of donor countries and changes in their perceptions about what

should or should not be done to stimulate develogment in the Third World.
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From the point of view of the relation between donors and recipients,
research in education is dependent upon factors beyond the nature of the
research itself or its potential impact. Due to the lack of local finan-
cial resources and to the low importance given by govermment to research in
education, developing countries have became heavily dependent upon interna-
tional funding to do research. The possibility of doing research in educa-
tion comes thus to depend upon funds available from donor agencies to pay
salaries, cover infrastructiural costs, acquire materials and technology,
undertake field work, and train junior researchers nationally or abroad.
Given these situations, it is not clear how an alternative such as the IFER
was expected to contribute to strengthening educational research capacities
by reducing rather than expanding the scope of funding options available to

developing country researchers.

This point becames even more relevant if one considers the fact that under
the present circumstances the agendas of what is and what is not funded are
strongly conditioned by the philosophies and policies of the various donor
agencies funding education research. In many cases, if researchers in
developing countries want to do research in education, they not only have
to approach the proper agency, but they also have to be prepared to respond

to the donors' programmes and priorities.

Most donor agencies usually determine their regional priorities, the type
of research and areas to be funded, and the countries where funds should be
allocated according to their views about how scientific knowledge must be

produced, disseminated and used to impact development. The input fram the
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recipients in regard to the needs of developing countries, is often nominal
and secondary to the donors' policies. 1In this context, the chances are
that an organization like IFER, heavily supported by one of the largest
donor organizations in the world, would reinforce rather than change these
relations of dependency between developing countries and funding organiza-

tions in the field of education research.

Several arguments have been voiced in different international fora critici-
zing donors' philosophies such as the one supporting the IFER. The
Bellagio Meeting of representatives of donor agencies and foundations that
took place in West Berlin in 1981, provided the opportunity for a selected
group of researchers from developing countries to bring to the attention
of donors the biases and inequalities implicit in their stvles of opera-
tion. More recently, internationally known academics, developing country
researchers, and even sane donor agencies have reacted samewhat negatively
to the documents. As a result of this relatively wide spread concern,
several attempts have been made to create conditions that could pewmit
donors to utilize feedback mechanisms, and to assess the effectiveness of
their funding activities on the basis of the recipients' opinions. These
efforts have included attempts to organize international and national work-
shops and seminars to provide a forum in which programme policies, imple-
mentation of new programmes of funding, and new areas of priority have been

discussed together by donors and recipients.

These attempts, however, have not resulted in substantive changes. The

fact that the IFFR proposal was presented and that it found same echo among
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a sector of donors and potential recipients, demonstrated that there is
still a long way to go in making the relations between donors and reci-
pients more equal and participatory. In general, the relations between
donors and recipients, still remain largely vertical. The few consultation
mechanisms currently in place depend heavily on the views of selected
groups of individuals who, in fact, belong to an elite group even within
their own local enviromments and who maintain close ties with the donors
camunity. The participation of developing country researchers in donor's
decision-making processes, constitutes a token representation, which in
practice tends to legitimize the present status gquo rather than to bring

about actual changes toward more participatory and consul tative decisions.

It would be misleading to think, however, that the IFER proposals were
random products of isolated minds in the international research community.
On the contrary. the proposals did not emerge from within a vacuum or
without a rationale. Early in the 1981 versions, and later in the 1982
version, the rationale for the initiative was described as stemming from
the belief that developing countries are unlikely to achieve a level of
quality or productivity camparable to that of wealthier countries unless
more information was provided to them about the factors which affect educa-

tion in their own countries and how.

What the IEA-World Bank initiative argued in fact, was that poor quality
and productivity, as these relate to the production of educational services

and eduwational research in developing countries, is primarily a problem of
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lack of information not only in regard to the latest developmments in scien-
tific krowledge, but in teuns of basic infowmation about what the problems
are. An issue the proposals did not raise, however, was that the scien-
tific development of underdeveloped countries and their capacities to offer
viable solutions to their problems have been historically conditioned by
the same factors that have made these countries dependent upon daminant

centres of economic and political power.

The IFER initiative also argued that acceptable levels of quality and
productivity in education, and in education research, can be measured by
standards accepted by the developed countries. The proponents made no
attempt to look at the history of developing countries or at their educa-
tional traditions. If they had done =0, thev could have realized that
most of the differences found today between developed and developing socie-
ties are the result of years of colonial daminance and unequal scientific

exchange.

A more realistic view of development than the IFER's proposal would had
shown that the chances are that developing countries will not be better off
in the future only if they adher more closely to the trends in education
research of developed countries. Evidence tends to indicate that the
imitation and replication of development and modernization patterns follo-
wing the standards of quality and productivity found in developed countries
without consideration of the local socio-econamic conditions, traditions
and culture have. in many cases, proven to reinforce conditions of depen-

dency. Developing countries will not have better educational systems.
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better educated people entering their labour markets, or better quality
research, simply because they have became more sophisticated in tewms of
the information they use or the technical tools at their disposal only as
a result of the donors' influence. In this context, the quality of educa-
tional research will not be better only because they are able to follow
more closely "quality" and "productivity" standards of the tichest coun—
tries, but because they are actually able to decide what to investigate and

how.

T argue that the problems affecting developing countries' educational
research are due to lack of infommation, and more specifically information
about themselves, is to pretend that the problems of underdevelomment,
including education, are exclusively explained by each country's own
circumstances. Lack of information in developing countries, according to
the proposal, is a result of various factors such as: "lack of technolo-
gical facilities", "lack of research clarity”, "a widespread belief that
educational problems are essentially culture-specific", and lack of a
"relevant educational vesearch programme and suitable organizational frame-

work" to channel resources.

The proposals also argued that developing countries are unable to produce

research in education of a quality camparable to the one produced in
wealthier countries, not only because they do not know what factors are
affecting their education and research enviromments and how, but also
because they "lack research clarity". In other words, the condition of

underdevelopnent in research capacity in developing countries is due to the
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fact that educational researchers in these countries are scientifically
backward (campared to those in wealthier countries) and ignorant about what
they must do concerning the problems affecting education in their coun-
tries. This essentially hierarchical understanding of development leads to
the assumption that one of the ways to assist in the solution of develop-
ment problems is to bring these countries, and their researchers, to a
level of knowledge, technical sophistication, and understanding of their
reality which is is seen as appropriate bv those countries considered to be
modern and developed or by those organizations which are believed to repre-

sent the views of what development is all about.

To develop research capacities was seen by the IFER mainly as a problem of
efficiency. Efficiency in the use of technical tools, in the interpreta
tion of information, and in general in the production and dissemination of
a meaningful research output. This approach led the proponents of IFFR to
assume that by providing the ILICs with technological facilities many of
their difficulties will disappear. It also implies that research in educa
tion, and the research process itself, is a neutral and technical phenome-
non that exists apart fram the political, econamic and cultural conditions

affecting developing countries.

The disregard of IFER of individual country differences that exist in the
Third World, was reinforced by the proposals when it was argued that lack
of "research clarity" with regard to educational problems, resulted fram

the belief of developing country researchers that educational problems in

their countries are "culture-specific". 1In this regard, what actually the
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IFER was arguing was that what is "good" for one society must be good for
any other going through a similar stage of develomment. Although this kind
of argument may look surprising, it is not at all irrational. Such an
approach helps to justify and maintain a system by which international aid
and assistance to education research is often reduced to a flow of finan-
cial and technological resources and tools, the transfer of empirical
research models and designs, the involvement of foreign experts, and the
replication of research practices accepted as reliable by and fram the

North.

This same approach, allows one to argue that one of the constraints for the
develomnent of educational research capacities in developing countries is
the "absence of a relevant international education research programme and a
suitable organizational framework" to channel resources. The fact is that
the possibility of implementing an "international education research
programme” in the IEA style is only possible if the assumption that all
societies are similar except for their different positions on the scale

toward develomment, is accepted.

Implementing an Idea: Steps toward a final proposal

In the analysis of the IFER initiative, it is important to pay some atten-
tion to the way in which the proposals visualized the develogment and final
implementation of the consortium, thus giving some ideas about the actors
that were to be involved in the process and the ways in which decisions

were to be made.
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The final document to establish the consortium to which the proposals were
leading, was planned to include four sections: "a review of the educa
tional research situation in IDCs and a presentation of the rationale(s)"
for assistance, to be "prepared by Bank-appointed consultants in the
U.S.A.", and three other sections to be prepared by the IEA in Stockholm.
In accepting this final document, the World Bank was prepared to play a
major role. After the approval of the final draft document by the Bank's
Fucation Department and the Bank's Board of Directors, the document was
then to be presented "to interested develomnent agencies for their

reactions and suggestions."

Several questions could be raised oconcerning this procedure, for example:
why other "interested develomment agencies" were to be included only in the
final stage of the process, when essentially all the major decisions had
been already made?; Why were these agencies expected to cammit that part
of their resources to be channeled through the consortium, when, at the
sane time their expected input was only to give "reactions" and "sugges-
tions" after the IFER initiative had been approved by the Bank?; why were
the original proposals not discussed with LDCs' researchers and representa—
tives of other donor agencies at an earlier stage?, and why did the whole
process ignore the nexd for more direct participation of so called "less
developed countries", if the real concern of the IFER was to assist these

countries in the develomment of their educational research capacities?

The proposed consortium was planned as a permanent super-structure. One of

the documents indicated that "assistance (for the consortium) would be
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requested for an initial 2-3 year period (1983-85)", and that after an eva-
luation "a request would be made to extend the programme through the period
1985-90." This aspect of the proposals must also be carefully analyzed.
The IFFR initiative did not involve in fact an activity planned to end once
certain objectives were achieved, but rather involved the creation of a
peunanent structure for the decade of the 1980s, throuwgh which an important
proportion of the available international donor funds for research in
education in developing countries was to be channeled and therefore

ocontrolled.

The final document was also planned to explain, and in so doing to justify,
the decision to use the IEA structure to implement the consortium.
Throughout the propnsals, there was no real explanation of why the only
alternative considered to achieve the goals of the consortium was to follow
that particular institutional and infrastructural pattern: what made this
an effective madel to follow and what led the proponents to assume that
research capacity problems in education could be better solved by reprodu-

cing IEA patterns and styles of research.

Although the proposals used tewms such as "international consortium of
IDCs", "research network for IDCs", and IDCs and institutions members of
the IEA, it did not not appear that implied actual participation by these
networks or member groups in decisions regarding the potential use of
consortiun funds. 1In fact, the network or consortium was seen as "interna-
tional" only because at some point in its structure there were LDCs' insti-

tutions and/or countries involved following the research schemes of the
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I¥A, or receiving funds. Neither did the initiative imply, that a country
could have the opportunity to state its own priorities beyond those

of the IEA, or that the idea of "cooperation" as used in the proposals
referred to horizontal rather than vertical interaction between the consor-
tium and the benefitiaries. If possibilities of cooperation were to exist,
they would take place within the IEA framework and within the consortium's
structure of power. If IDCs were to become involved in the consortium they
could do so as long as they became members of the IFA structure. Only by
doing so could they have formal representation within the power structure.
Finally, the fact that the proposed network was adapted to "the existing
structure of IEA" implied not only the acceptance by recipients of a parti-
cular organizational pattern imposed fram without, but also the acceptance
of a particular mode of administration of resources, a particular under-
standing of how research in education was to be conducted, the areas to be
studied, and the methodologies to be used: In other words to be considered
a part of the network, recipients would be required to accept rules and

guidelines established by the IFER.

The proposals of the IFER also indicated that the cooperative approach
which was being proposed "would stress four major considerations". These
were, "orientation...to problems of educational cuality and productivity",
"relevance as an instrument in dealing with specific educational problems
in LDCs", "relevance as an instrument for monitoring national education
systems in IDCs", and "potential for institutiom—building". These conside-
rations would give place to the develomment of a specific section of the

final document, that was planned to include an outline of "the problems of
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educational quality in IDCs and the suitability of IEA-type research in
improving qualitative aspects"; the "importance of IEA international
network for promoting comparative approach"; "the potential of the existing
IEA structure for linking educational research in developing countries";
the main point for "a discussion of the specific research capacities
required in LDCs, ..and the relative advantages of the IEA approach for
supporting international research in IDCs", and other aspects related to
the status of IEA as a Category B NGO, and "the cooperative nature of the

IEA decisionm—making process" .

Concentrating the power of funding

Perhaps the most important aspect in the design of the consortium presented
in the draft proposals was related to how the resources would be managed
and by whom, how they would be allocated and to whom, what they would be
used for and when. This was one of the most developed parts of the propo-
sals and according to the proponents of the IFER the part which had recei-

ved the most attention.

How resources will be managed and by wham?

The proposed consortium was planned to operate on the basis of the IEA
organizational structure which includes the General Assembly and its
Standing Cammittee, the project councils, and the international project
coordinating centres. However it is necessary to focus our attention on

the two ad hoc organizational mechanisns identified with the consortium
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itself: the "special IEA/LCD Committee" and an "IEA/DC Consortium Centre",

that in practice were to manage the resources.

The IEA/LDC Committee, according to the documents, was to "include repre—
sentatives fram IFA institutions in developing countries and fram suppor-
ting development agencies", as follows: the IEA Chairman, five represen-
tatives fram IEA institutions in LDCs, four representatives fram other
supporting agencies, one representative from the World Bank, and the Execu-
tive Director of the IFA/I{D Consortium Centre. DMore interesting however.

than the composition of the committee was the way in which its structure

was designed to be controlled. The documents stated, that "the IFA General

Assembly/Standing Committee would nominate the five representatives from

IEA institutions in developing countries while the World Bank would

nominate the four representatives from supporting development agencies.

Both the TEA Chairman and the World Bank representative would be permanent

members of the Committee. The World Bank representative would be the
Chaiman of the Cammittee and the IEA Chaimman would be the Vice-Chaiwman

of the Committee." (Emphasis added)

Regarding the management of resources, the proposal indicated that "the
IEA/ICD Committee would be the policy-making body ... It would consider all
proposals received ... and decide on subsequent funding ... the Comittee
would decide on the eligibility of IDCs for programme resources, the amount
of matching funds required and the allocation of funds for the four main
types of programme activities ...". Thus, all major decisions about what

countries could participate, in what specific areas of research, how much
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money they were to receive, and how much was going to be needed as
matching funds, were to be made by this Cammittee. Given that this
ommittee was to meet only twice a year, an "Executive body" was to be
created to make all major decisions on a day to day basis. This executive
body included the Chairman (the World Bank representative), the Vice Chair-
man (the IEA representative) and two LDC representatives (selected by the

IEA) .

This proposed structure of the IFER reflected. in fact, the main purpose of
the consortium it was to be: a means for the concentration of resources
for education research at a global scale. Through this initiative, two
institutions (the IEA and the World Bank) were giving themselves power of
decision making about a potentially large amount of money camitted by a
nunber of donor agencies. Not would these two institutions assume the
actual and permanent management of the new consortium, but they would also
assume the right to choose both the representatives from developing coun
tries (only fram among those members of the IEA) and the representatives of

other funding agencies.

The Consortium Centre

The Centre was defined as the "overall coordinator of programme activities"
responsible for implementing and executing the decisions of the Camittee.
With a mainly technical staff, its activities were oriented toward adminis—
tering and monitoring activities and actual fund allocation. In conside-

ring proposals for participation in existing projects the centre was to
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have final decision making power. And in the consideration of proposals
for new projects. the centre was expected to make decisions on the basis of
"aquality" and "productivity" criteria as defined by the IEA model. 1In
regard to both aspects, the centre was expected to take care of the
complete process of project develomment, from assessing the capacities of
the LDCs applying for support, to evaluating their proposals, providing
data processing facilities, organizing programme activities, and establi-
shing editorial procedures. In other words the centre was designed to be
the operational arm of the IEA-World Bank structure in selecting, distri-
buting, monitoring and disseminating the various camponents of the research
development process in developing countries as this related to educational

research.

In terms of who would be eligible for receiving support from the consor-
tiumn, the documents indicate that "all Less-developed Countries, as defined
by the U.N., would be eligible for programme resources." This in fact gave
the impression that developing countries were able to apply without
constraints, for the resources available through the consortium, thus
reinforcing the idea that the IFER's main purpose was to channel resources
for educational research as needed by those countries. In practice,
however, there were explicit conditions that had to be fulfilled in order
to qualify for the funds of the consortium. The document indicated in this
regard that "the allocation of such resources (programme resources) would
be conditional on participation in an IEA-sponsored project". This in fact
meant that for a country to be eligible to receive research finds it had to

be part of the IEA network, and therefore accept all the conditions that
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such manbership implied. The consortium as the operational arm of the IFER
was structured to "detewmine which countries/research institutions receive

support (and how much), as well as the priorities governing which countries
would receive support in a situation of scarce resources." However, again

it must be emphasized that this selection was only from those countries

that were a part of the IEA.

In terms of potential sources of funds, the proposers of the IFER expected
that donor agencies (bi and multilateral), foundations, and the private
sector would be the main sources for the funds to be administered by the
consortium. At the same time, however, it was indicated that those organi-
zations donating money could be represented on the committee only as ex
officio members, in other words without actual power in the decision making

processes.

Conclusions

There were several questions regarding the IFER initiative for which an
adequate answer was never found throughout the documents presented for the
creation of IFER. The most important, however, was the actual purpose of
this effort. Although the proponents mentioned in several places that the
effort was oriented toward assisting less developed countries in which the
quality of educational research was poor and the production of educational
research was low, the arguments developed in the documents, the kind of
structure proposed, the assumptions underlving the initiative and its

implementation, make it difficult to accept the notion that the main
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purpose of the IFER was, in fact, to assist the "less developed countries".

What appeared more evident-—although implicit-- was that the proposed
consortium was a vehicle by which to sustain alive a particular type of
organization and a particular approach to research in education. The
continwus references to the participation of developing countries, which
in tems of the actual operation of the proposed consortium was minimal,
appeared as a necessary element to attract funds from other donor agencies

and foundations that could be potentially involved in the IFER initiative.

Social science and educational researchers in developing countries do not
exist in a vacuun. What social scientists and educational researchers can
do in their fields is part and parcel of the mode in which they relate to
their own socio-econamic and political erwiromments and of the place they

occupy in the structure of the international research community.

Researchers fram developing countries do not need a new super structure
responsible for decisions regarding the distribution of the few resources
available for educational research. They do not need to have a politically
and economically powerful organization conditioning their decisions regar-
ding their needs, their problems and the "most appropriate" ways to solve
these problems. What they need is the establishment of participatory
mechanisms for decision making at the international level, in which their
own political, economic and cultural identity is respected and taken into

account.
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