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Negative capability? Measuring the unmeasurable in
education
Elaine Unterhalter

University College London, Institute of Education, London, UK

ABSTRACT
This introductory article to the special issue of Comparative
Education on measuring the unmeasurable in education considers
measurement as reflecting facts and uncertainties. The notion of
negative capability is used metaphorically to depict some limits of
what is measurable, and portray aspects of the process of
education, associated with uncertainty and public scrutiny of
complexity. Four overarching questions – what, when, why and
how – have guided the reflections of the authors who have
contributed to the special issue. What are we measuring when we
try to measure the unmeasurable in education and what are we
not measuring? When have attempts been made to measure the
unmeasurable in education, what metrics have been adopted in
which contexts, and with what outcomes? Why have measures
been adopted as indicators of the unmeasurable, such as human
rights? How have particular historically located organisations
approached the problem of measuring the apparently
unmeasurable in education, with what epistemological, normative
and conceptual resources, and consequences? The introductory
article looks at measurement as a form of negative capability in
some discussions of history of social statistics in education, the
current debate over indicators for the Sustainable Development
Goals, and how to measure gender equality in education.
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In 1817, the English poet, John Keats, wrote a letter to his brother in which he mused on
the nature of Shakespeare’s talent. He used the phrase ‘negative capability’ to describe
‘when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable
reaching after fact and reason’. Keats described a process of edging towards something
creative, but not easily definable. The concept of negative capability has had considerable
influence in work on psychoanalysis and literary criticism. It has potential to be generative
of ways to think about education, as a process of being and becoming. The notion of nega-
tive capability captures features of education practice that reflect both facts and uncertain-
ties. But interpreting education in this way goes against a dominant trend in research,
which leans towards clarity on what works, and precision with regard to how this
should be measured. This special issue explores how we can understand measurement
in areas of education policy, planning and practice that have not previously been
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considered measurable. It thus considers the potential of measurement itself as a form of
negative capability.

The discussion in this special issue steps off from the premise that education is not just
one thing, for example, a learning outcome, linked to performance in a test, or the
numbers enrolled in a particular school phase. Many aspects of education defy measure-
ment. Educational relationships that are social, emotional, epistemological, normative, pol-
itical, cultural and economic cannot be simply measured. Thus many writers on education
are critical of the political ways in which measurement as a method in comparative analy-
sis has been used (Cowen 2014; Gorur 2014; Morris 2015; Auld and Morris 2016). The rigid
application of some methods, such as randomised control tests, reduces complex infor-
mation to apparently simplified causal relationships. Numerical data on education have
come to play a key role in describing education systems, and prescribing reform inspired
by new public management, as a number of historical studies show (Lawn 2013; Meyer
and Benavot 2013; Goldstein and Moss 2014). However, neither the historical work,
which raises questions about the interpretation of data, nor the questions posed by the
critical policy literature has dented a concern to define education change as science
linked with a selection of facts. Unmeasurable processes in education are routinely
addressed through appeals to measurement or indicators. The Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) of 2000–2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted in
2015, PISA and university rankings are some of the most well-known projects that
attempt to measure aspects of education, linking the precision of measurement, with
imprecisely formulated values.

In these instances, numbers, and numeric forms of interaction, are often used to stand
as proxies for complex relationships that are really unmeasurable. Some highly salient fea-
tures of education, which change over time, place and from different personal perspec-
tives, entail understandings of wellbeing, agency, tacit and applied knowledge,
criticality, creativity, equality and public good. All of these entail social relationships
which interact with contexts. These multiplicities are unmeasurable in numeric form.
The precision claimed for measurement may actually obscure the importance of what is
not measured. There is thus a tension between what is easily measurable, but may not
be significant, and what is of major importance, but cannot be measured. However,
merely asserting this binary suggests it is impossible to translate between the different fra-
meworks. In earlier work, I have argued for developing a transversal dialogue between
approaches to education that map what works, and those that argue for what matters
(Unterhalter 2009). In this introductory article to the special issue I consider measurement
of a range of unmeasurable issues as a form of creative negative capability. This acknowl-
edges some of the limits of what is measurable, and keeps open the dynamics of uncer-
tainty and public scrutiny of complexity.

A couple of issues frame my concern with this negative capability. Firstly, what may be
possible and desirable in measuring the unmeasurable in education at particular
moments? Granted that some attenuation of the notion of comparison will always be
associated with exercises to develop metrics or indicators, is it feasible or desirable, to
engage critically with this process? Is the use of education data always linked with versions
of new public management and deformations of wider and deeper values articulated
through education? Or can a more reflective approach to measurement be associated
with a more democratic process concerning education data? Secondly, what are the
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contextual politics of projects concerned with measuring the unmeasurable in education?
What happens to normative concerns of education with equality, wellbeing, agency and
public good when projects are undertaken to measure these, which acknowledge some
of the limits of measurement? Are meanings for these values expanded or diminished
by the use of metrics? Whose interests are advanced, and whose neglected? May failures
of precision in measurement also be associated with gains in knowledge, advocacy and
more critical and reflective practice?

Four overarching questions – what, when, why and how – have guided the reflections
of the authors who have contributed to the special issue. I consider these in my discussion
in this introductory article.What arewe measuring when we try to measure the unmeasur-
able in education and what are we not measuring? When have attempts been made to
measure the unmeasurable in education, what metrics have been adopted in which con-
texts, and with what outcomes? Thus when states and organisations have used numbers
as proxies for values or relationships, is it always associated with forms of domination and
regulation, or have there been contradictory dynamics? Has a demand for measurement
ever been a demand of subaltern voices? Why have measures been adopted as indicators
of the unmeasurable, such as human rights? What debates accompanied these discus-
sions, and how did technologies associated with data link with some of the decisions
taken? How have particular historically located organisations approached the problem
of measuring the apparently unmeasurable in education, with what epistemological, nor-
mative and conceptual resources, and with what consequences?

The articles which follow all address aspects of these questions. In this introductory
article, I explore the notion of measuring the unmeasurable in education as a form of nega-
tive capability looking at some instances which exemplify these questions. In the analysis
below, I look at some discussions of history of social statistics in education, considering
what aspects of the unmeasurable are measured and not measured, in which contexts
and with what outcomes. I go on to look at the current debate over indicators for the
SDGs exploring how particular organisations have engaged with the potential and limit-
ations of measuring the unmeasurable, and what possibilities for further work in this
area may exist. Discussions of how to measure gender equality in education are examined
as an instance of why indicators have been considered by advocates of equalities and
some of the debates that have accompanied this.

Analysing measurement and statistics in education

Negative capability which connects what is measured with what is valued and not easily
quantified is a feature of the history of the use of statistics in education. A number of his-
torical accounts of what has been measured in education show how the arguments made
about measurement were linked with ideas about improving education quality, policy
delivery and enhancing accountability (Lawn 2013; Meyer and Benavot 2013; Goldstein
and Moss 2014). The turn to data in education can be situated in a wider literature
which maps enhancing evidence to underpin the making of policy, attempting to
ensure processes that are more democratic and transparent (Davis, Kingsbury, and
Merry 2012).

But difficulties abound in engaging with measurement as a form of negative capability.
It is rare for organisations or analysts who develop indicators to keep both a critical
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perspective on what is measured, and engage in substantive participatory discussions
about this with the people who are most affected and to whom they are accountable.
As contributors (Fukuda-Parr, Yamin, and Greenstein 2014; Rottenburg et al. 2015) to a
number of critical discussions show, the processes associated with the selection of indi-
cators and the manipulation of data are generally not open or subject to critical review.
Education is no exception. Indicators, these commentators point out, have become part
of a discourse of regulation linked to new public management, rather than a process to
enhance democratic participation and review of decision-making. Some writers suggest
that the development of any indicator disorientates the complex process of analysis for
social change. A number of writers on women’s rights and gender equality have been criti-
cal of indicator projects for distracting from the persistent injustices and violence associ-
ated with deeply entrenched inequalities and the wide range of social and political
activism needed to transform this (Antrobus 2006; Baksh and Harcourt 2015). A further
line of critique, powerfully voiced through theorists of postcoloniality (e.g. de Sousa
Santos 2015) is that indicators as a form of governance and accountability fail to confront
the real and pressing contemporary issues around global inequalities, dispossession, war,
racism and violence. Alexander (2015), commenting on proposed indicators for the SDGs,
critiqued the conflation of measurement and indicators pointing out some perverse
effects on how pedagogy is understood and evaluated. Education indicator discussions,
he concluded, had been particularly narrow-minded and neglectful of contexts.

Thus negative capability associated with measuring the unmeasurable may be simply
negative, and not linked in any way with capability. Some of the analysis of the use of
measurement in education is linked with the emergence of technologies to count,
store and analyse data (Crossley 2014). A number of critiques question how this is
done and highlight some of the consequences of imperfect processes. Data collection
linked with state formation, when there are not democratic processes to build insti-
tutions and critique data, often generate perverse consequences. Thus states, which rep-
resent elites, or particular racial or ethnic groups, generally do not consider how
relationships of power affect the collection of census data (Kertzer and Arel 2002;
Simon and Piché 2012). A number of studies of the anthropology of how data is collected
for surveys, draw out problems around defining and categorising households and the
assumptions about relationships that are made (Randall and Coast 2015; Oya 2015).
Carr-Hill (2013) notes how the identity of census enumerators has a bearing on under-
estimations of children out of school and poverty, as enumerators do not go to some
of the most difficult areas.

Whether data and education statistics on the unmeasurable are negative or a site of
negative capability is illuminated in the experience with the MDGs. These used measure-
ment of targets and indicators as a form of development regulation, but these measures
were also linked to some values about equalities, rights and agency, all of which were
unmeasurable in this way. Thus, for example, MDG 3 was concerned with the wide
terrain of gender equality and the empowerment of women. The associated targets and
indicators were much narrower, using a measure of gender parity, that is, the ratio of
women to men enrolled at different levels of education. There was no assessment of
women’s engagement in other fields of activity (Waage et al. 2010; Sen and Mukherjee
2014). This misalignment generated a literature which brought together reflections on
the history of social statistics and varied experiences with measuring the unmeasurable
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across social development sectors. In some cases, the misalignment had perverse effects,
while in others it mobilised advocacy campaigns (Unterhalter 2014a; Fredman, Kuosma-
nen, and Campbell 2016). The Power of Numbers research project, co-directed by Sakiko
Fukuda Parr and Alicia Yamin, illuminated how the history of using numbers to measure
development was different for different social sectors involved with the MDGs (Fukuda-
Parr, Yamin, and Greenstein 2014). Many MDGs, including education, had a much wider
hinterland of debates around measurement than the MDG framework gave credit for
(Unterhalter 2014a; Barrett 2016). The authority in the MDGs sometimes eclipsed these
other processes of debate and critique.

But this terrain of critical discussion can sometimes be extremely generative. The nega-
tive capability of measuring the unmeasurable has sometimes been linked with a more
nuanced approach to method, which seeks to go beyond the divides between quantitat-
ive and qualitative approaches. Qualitative Comparative Analysis is emerging as a meth-
odology which complements established quantitative and qualitative methods in
education, because it seeks to look at relationships of causation, rather than more abstract
kinds of connection (Marx, Rihoux, and Ragin 2014). Realist evaluation is a theory-based
evaluation approach that investigates how and why particular programmes work or do
not work, for whom, and in what circumstances (Pawson and Tilley 1997). The approach
is currently being used in the Building Capacity to use Research Evidence programme,
which is yielding some promising fine-grained results (Punton, Vogel, and Lloyd 2016).
Work using methods such as these could inform thinking about negative capability and
measurement.

Measuring the unmeasurable has been linked to a range of work around equalities and
rights. The intellectual community that coheres around the Human Development and
Capability Association (HDCA) is one highly visible network working in this way. It draws
on the analytical framing provided by the capability approach, as formulated in writings
by Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2011) and has generated significant critical engagement
with the idea that measuring capabilities, entails not so much counting outputs, such as
numbers of children in school, but opportunities, that is capabilities, the conditions that
constrain or facilitate these, and whether or not capabilities are realised as functionings.
These theoretical resources have been associated with a number of innovative approaches
to measuring the unmeasurable. Sen formulated the Human Development Index (HDI) in
the early 1990s, and this work has been refined and expanded in 25 years of reports by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP 2015). Other adaptations of the capa-
bility approach used in measuring social development are evident in the Multi-dimen-
sional poverty index, formulated by Alkire, Foster and colleagues at the Oxford Poverty
and Human Development Initiative (Alkire et al. 2015), the social institutions and
gender (SIGI) index looking at institutions associated with underpinning gender inequality
and equality, developed by Stephan Klasen and colleagues at OECD (Branisa et al. 2014),
the indicators used for measuring equalities in the UK formulated by Burchardt and Vizard
(2011) and the SERF index looking at socio-economic inequalities between countries and
regions (Fukuda-Parr, Lawson-Remer, and Randolph 2015). These are all highly creative
initiatives to understand the space of capabilities, understood as either institutional, or
the outcome of overlapping social relations across sectors. However, all draw on existing
datasets of education, that is numbers enrolled, or levels of attainment. The complexities
of relationships within or through education are not yet fully captured by these
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approaches to measure at national and sub-national levels. They generally do not
acknowledge the limitations of the education data they draw on. In addition, with the
exception of the approach developed by Burchardt and Vizard (2011), there has not
been much participatory engagement in reviewing these approaches to measuring equal-
ities or addressing poverty.

The literature on education measurement suggests both possibilities and difficulties
associated with measuring the unmeasurable. Evaluations of this negative capability
entail posing questions regarding what is measured and how. This discussion has to be
put in the context of hierarchies in access to and use of data, and participation in assessing
metrics in particular countries. Whether indicators, evaluations or measurement enhance
forms of accountability and public debate, or are irrelevant to particular contestations, are
empirical questions still awaiting documentation.

Measuring the unmeasurable in the SDGs

Depending on one’s perspective, the SDGs represent either a watering down of an inter-
national approach to addressing substantive international human rights commitments,
built up since the 1970s, or an opportunity to take these further (Gore 2015; Scheyvens,
Banks, and Hughes 2016; Pogge and Sengupta 2016). Education has prominence in the
SDGs, both as a substantial goal with a number of targets, and as a component of other
goals. Thus this policy framework presents considerable opportunities as well as risks.
We can view the SDGs as a site of negative capability because they suggest an enhanced
access to resources, networks, ideas and centres of debate, not exclusively tied to the con-
troversial measurement agenda. But the challenge of realising this negative capability
partly rests on understanding how particularly located organisations utilise this space.

Within education circles, the different perspectives on the SDGs have some distinctive
connotations which distinguish this field of discussion from other policy areas. Some social
activists, who work, for example, on women’s empowerment or urban environments, are
highly critical of the SDG agenda, which has excluded many long held aspirations (Barnett
and Parnell 2016; Esquivel 2016). However, in education, the SDG agenda not only
expanded the focus of the education MDGs, it also goes considerably beyond the vision
laid out in 2000 for Education for All (EFA). The MDGs had focussed on access and com-
pletion of primary education, and gender parity at all levels of schooling. They had
been silent on what was learned in school, and ignored all other phases and sites of edu-
cation (Mundy and Manion 2015; Barrett 2016). While the 2000 Dakar Platform on EFA had
a wider range of goals than the MDGs, these too were vague around education quality,
and said nothing on post compulsory phases. The SDGs, by contrast have targets that
relate to all phases of education (UN 2015).

In contrast to the history of MDGs, which were formulated by a small group of experts
sitting in New York (Vandemoortele 2011), the SDGs have been associated with a greater
level of participation in suggesting and commenting on goals, targets and indicators
(Sénit, Biermann, and Kalfagianni 2016; Sayed 2013). In the period (2014–2016) leading
up to the selection of targets and indicators, and in the months that followed the adoption
of the SDG policy text at the UN, advocacy groups used an emerging concern with
measurement to argue for education indicators that could convey situations around dis-
ability, gender, human rights and early childhood development, which had previously
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not been included in the MDGs or EFA (Tabbush 2014; Unterhalter 2015; Antoninis, Del-
prato, and Benavot 2016; Brolan 2016). This is an instance of the SDGs as a site of negative
capability generating demands around substantive education equality issues, using the
language of measurement,

SDG 4 acknowledges the importance of attending to quality education at all levels from
pre-primary to technical and higher education. The goal includes targets on developing
understandings of equalities, citizenship and sustainability (Target 4.7). Other SDGs
clearly require education processes, as the most recent issue of UNESCO’s Global Education
Monitor (UNESCO 2016) sets out. For example, SDG 1 is concerned with ending poverty
and creating the social policy environment in which poverty can be addressed. It thus
invites attention to the knowledgeable practice of teachers as a key resource for
helping to support the poorest children on pathways beyond poverty and inequality,
ensuring education is delivered in ways that are gender equitable, and supportive to chil-
dren, irrespective of background. Thinking about developing appropriate indicators for
teacher practice in this area, using participatory processes, that take account of context
and individual uncertainties, may enhance creative ways of engaging with this process.
SDG 5 is concerned with ending discrimination against girls and women, eliminating vio-
lence, including school-related, gender-based violence (SRGBV), and supporting empow-
erment. The targets for this goal are concerned with networks of practice to eliminate
violence. A recent rigorous literature review of interventions on SRGBV, notes major evi-
dence gaps exist on how to provide safe, inclusive and violence-free learning environ-
ments for girls and boys. The research that has been done has tended to be skewed
towards evaluations of short-term interventions at a moment of practice, with little
long-term follow-up. (Parkes et al. 2016). This may be an instance of what is unmeasurable,
but it also suggests that some critical examination of whether to develop indicators in this
field may help build discussion and investigation in this area.

The SDGs are clearly a site of political and policy contestation. They have generated a
context in which debates can be conducted as to why the unmeasurable should or should
not be measured, and what some of the consequences of measuring in this way might be.
Although they are often discussed as examples of regulation and control, they also exem-
plify negative capability.

The debate about measuring gender in education

Measuring gender equality in education is a feature of many of the most well-known
metrics and the question of what is measured, why and how surfaces very clearly in
this area. What is easy to measure, numbers of girls and boys, does not always express
what is important to measure. The concept of gender equality in education may be
unmeasurable, but debates as to how to measure this have been very illuminating, indi-
cating some generative dimensions of negative capability.

For many decades the standard measure of gender equality in education has been
gender parity. This entails expressing the number of girls enrolling, progressing or achiev-
ing in schools as a proportion of the number of boys. Gender parity is used in PISA data,
indicators for the education and gender MDGs, and some of the SDGs. Gender parity also
appears in the UNDP Gender Development Index. However, this widespread use of this
measure, ignores extensive scholarly and practitioner discussion that the meanings of
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gender, equality, and education are not as settled and simple as the use of the standard
measure of gender parity would suggest (Sen and Mukherjee 2014; Unterhalter 2014b;
DeJaeghere 2015). Gender equality in education is linked with wellbeing, agency,
aspects of embodiment and lack of violence, knowledge and criticality, public good,
social relationships and context. Thus the notion is a rich and complex one, which suggests
substantive relationships, not reducible to or expressed through gender parity.

Gender parity as the measure of gender equality in schooling was widely promoted in
key World Bank publications of the early 1990s (King and Hill 1993) and used in the
UNESCO Global Monitoring Reports produced from 2003 to review progress on EFA.
However, gender parity does not sufficiently capture the range of relationships and
values associated with the notion of gender equality in education, and what learning out-
comes relating to gender equality might entail. The technique of measuring gender parity
tends to underplay a connection between education, women’s rights and social justice,
and thus provides inadequate information to evaluate progress against the gender equal-
ity aspirations of Constitutions or international policy texts, such as Education 2030.
Measuring gender parity alone thus does not help policy and strategy build towards
the development of substantive equality because it is not a clear enough indicator of
the relationships within and beyond education that need to be changed to achieve this.

A number of difficulties about measuring education, equalities, justice and wellbeing
collide in the problems of measuring gender equality and inequality in education which
echoes the questions posed to the authors contributing to this special issue.

Firstly are we measuring what certain groups defined by binary gender categories of
women and men do or do not have? In other words, are we measuring resources
noting whether they are male or female (numbers of teachers, images in textbooks),
amounts spent on girls or boys, or objective states of levels of enrolment, attendance
or attainment in education for different groups of children? What we measure codifies a
certain meaning of gender, while other aspects associated with the concept may be
unmeasurable, for example, features of gender relations, sexualities and aspects of power.

Secondly, why are we interested in measuring gender equality in education? Are these
concerns driven narrowly by notions of efficiency and good planning linked with govern-
ments or other kinds of large-scale organisation? Or are concerns with measuring gender
equality in education driven by wider normative concerns and organisations that give con-
siderable space to consultation, participation and attending to those who have been
excluded. If organisations are concerned with expanding the capabilities of what people
can do or be, do processes of consultation and reflection bridge the assessments of
researcher, technicians, practitioners and other participants in developing appropriate
indicators? Do we want these metrics to provide some indicator of what is right or
good, and what normative language helps establish this?

Thirdly, if we acknowledge that education and gender equality in some way signal a
relationship between subjective and objective conditions, given that the notion of
gender knits together descriptive, interpretative and normative concerns, what kind of
metric allows us to consider this? How do we measure, and with what methods? What
are the processes that can be angled to understand the relationships and uncertainties
between contexts, emotions, gendered relations, and outcomes?

The history of measuring amounts of education resources – for example, numbers of
classrooms, teachers, pupil/teacher ratios or numbers of pupils progressing at each

8 E. UNTERHALTER



level – is useful in planning and managing distribution, but becomes very difficult when
trying to measure what it is that people value about education, and how this connects with
other dimensions of wellbeing, such as critical questioning, gender equality or public
good. This is not to say studies of these mental states have not been made and some inter-
national assessments, for example, for PISA, measure aspects of autonomy and civic mind-
edness, but, the implications of these studies are more diffuse than those that are more
limited and focus only on the distribution of amounts of education particular groups
have. The OECD study of gender and education, with its stress on ABC (Aptitude, Behav-
iour, Confidence) attempts to address an aspect of the link between subjective and objec-
tive states and an aspect of what we value about education beyond time in school (OECD
2015). However, this has not been discussed as widely as PISA and does not have impact of
the PISA data on national education systems.

If we are concerned with measurements of ‘what’, such as resources for education, or
amounts of education received, gender equality comes to be defined as groups of girls
and boys, women and men, who have equivalent amounts of a particular resource. It is
for this reason that gender parity remains such a key thread in international policy discus-
sions. But measuring the distribution of resources using gender parity as the metric has
long been criticised. Critiques range from the importance of attending to the texture of
gendered experiences and the multiple registers of how people talk (Henderson 2015).
Studies draw out the diversity of moments associated with gendered experiences of edu-
cation, for example, the complexity of pedagogic encounters, or forms re-contextualisa-
tion (Chisamya et al. 2012). The importance of understanding vulnerabilities, forms of
violence, opportunities and constraints (Parkes 2015) far exceed what gender parity can
tell us. In addition, the simple binary of opposing men and women does not allow us to
account for categories of gendered identity (trans- or intersex) that cross or confound
these divisions. Gender parity is critiqued for being heteronormative (Mishra 2016).
These debates about the limitations of gender parity, bring out how the stress on
amounts and issues of planning, fails to express the social justice aspirations of those con-
cerned with the multi-dimensionality of the ideas of gender equality in education. This
echoes some of the wider literature on how we measure justice, equality, empowerment
and wellbeing (Kabeer 1999; Brighouse and Robeyns 2010; Clark 2014). Thus it is illuminat-
ing to draw on some of to try to unravel some of the problems of measuring gender equal-
ity in education.

Clark (2014) identifies three major approaches to measuring wellbeing, distinguishing
those that focus on utility, and actual or informed desires, those that focus on resources,
and those that rest on list-based approaches. Implicit in the work of the critics of the
gender parity measure is the notion that gender equality in education goes beyond
equal amounts. Thus in some way, it is a part of wellbeing, happiness or some other
aspect of quality, equality or justice. Thus its ‘goodness’ extends beyond parity of
amounts between men and women and its ‘rightness’ or sense of justice is not simply
met by noting this basic pattern of distribution. However, it is one step for critics of
gender parity or the simple measure of the distribution to say that it is not an adequate
measure of gender equality in education. It is an altogether more difficult proposition
for this group of critics to say what measuring gender equality in education should be.

Some important considerations are that measuring gender equality in education
should have something to do with taking seriously aspects of agency, particularly, given
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the history of women’s exclusion, subordination and injustice, noted in every country in
the world, the autonomy and voice of women. This includes the right to articulate,
review and have perspectives on justifications for social arrangements and the complex-
ities and unevenness of this process. It should also include some assessment of the con-
ditions, associated with political economy and socio-cultural practices that maintain
injustices against groups, or classes marked by particular gendered dynamics. The
metric should also in some way allow for some evaluation of the strength of processes
for change in the direction of greater substantive gender equality and justice. Lastly,
because of the significance of bodily and emotional vulnerability in many meanings of
gender, measuring or evaluating gender equality in education should signal some protec-
tion of bodily integrity and concern with emotional support. Some of this work has been
done in small scale studies looking at measuring aspects of gender empowerment locally,
but there are difficulties in taking this to scale.

A number of what Clark (2014) has called list-based approaches to measurement of
rights, capabilities or human development attempt to overcome the difficulties utility
and resource-based approaches to measuring gender equality and education encounter.
But the problem with list-based approaches, as Sen (2005), generator of one of the most
famous of such approaches, the HDI, acknowledges is that the areas on the list and the
weights given are always arbitrary. Thus list-based approaches, in trying to correct for
the stress on revealed desires, which dogs utilitarianism, come to suggest a particular for-
mulation of what human development, or gender equality or education quality is. List-
based approaches will always be open to the critique that the people who developed
the list and gathered the information were not those who expressed views regarding
what they could or could not do and be with regard to education or gender equality.
This criticism is often levelled (e.g. Sen 2004; Robeyns 2005; Walby 2011) at Nussbaum’s
(2000) list of central human capabilities which goes way beyond the HDI in including
aspects of bodily integrity and emotions, more familiar to discussions of gender equality,
than those that focus only on economics. Robeyns (2003) has proposed a method for
developing lists that is open to public scrutiny.

There have been a number of list-based approaches developed in education, as Clark
discusses in his article in this issue. None of these list-based approaches have addressed
the question of measurement for national or international policy, and only Loots and
Walker (2015) have developed a list which considers gender issues, but only in higher
education. In the wider gender equality literature there are a number of list-based
approaches (UNDP Gender Inequality index, OHPI Women’s Empowerment in Education
index, World Economic Forum Gender Gap, SIGI index), but these either do not address
education, or take only aspects of the administrative data on gender parity in education
as their education component. This approach is taken by the Gender Gap index, but if
gender parity is the point of contention, repositioning this on the list does not get
over the problem of the narrow range of resource-based issues it measures. List-based
approaches regarding aspects of human wellbeing have tried to signal some connection
between subjective and objective conditions, and the list-based approaches in edu-
cation, even if they do not address gender explicitly, have brought to the fore the ques-
tion of the importance of subjective articulations. List-based approaches which do take
gender seriously have gravitated either to the pole of revealed preferences, that is what
learners or teachers say – for example, the work on the Care index (Miske, Meagher, and
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DeJaeghere 2010) – or the pole of institutional claims, that is what laws or policy say, for
example, the OECD SIGI index (Branisa, Klasen, and Ziegler 2013). Some work on equal-
ities in the UK has tried to navigate between the two (Burchardt and Vizard 2007) but this
work has dealt more with the provision of health and housing, rather than education,
and engagements with gender are quite implicit. Dejaeghere (2015) notes several short-
comings of list based approaches. They do not express how capabilities are dynamically
related to social arrangements. They are quite static and cannot fully express agency,
aspiration or reflection on context. The lists might thus express aspects of capabilities,
but not some of the creative tension of negative capability or all the dimensions of
the capability approach, as mapped by Robeyns (2016).

The issue of what a measure of gender equality in education that goes beyond gender
parity could look like, remains a fertile field of engagement. A number of SDG4 targets
regarding access, progression and learning outcomes will be measured using an indicator
of gender parity (UNECOSOC 2016). But the measure of gender equality in education
associated with SDG4 are not yet completely settled. Thus there remains an opportunity
to critically examine how we measure and track gender equality in education, its enabling
environment and associated learning processes. In 2015, I suggested an indicator frame-
work that might be able to do this (Unterhalter 2015) and some discussion with key indi-
viduals in the indicator policy community have followed.

However, to understand the relationships of gender equality, education and learning
outcomes needs some careful conceptual work, which takes on board debates around
pedagogies, policies and social context. In my work on a possible indicator I suggested
the learning outcomes, however defined, should not be separated from the pedagogies
that realise this and that the indicator should attempt to distil this. Some key domains I
suggest to evaluate in relation to gender equality include discussion of gender and equal-
ity issues in curriculum and learning materials, opportunities for discussion of gender in
teaching and learning, and strategies for correcting gender bias in pedagogies. We thus
need to disentangle learning about gender, learning how to do gender equality and learn-
ing how to be gender equitable, and relate these to strategies and work with practitioners
to build an enhanced indicator frame.

This review of some of the history of measuring gender equality in education reveals
both the closures and openings evident in engagements with the negative capability of
measuring the unmeasurable. The spaces opened up through the conceptual language
of the capability approach allowed for a critical engagement with measuring the unmea-
surable. Regardless of whether an enhanced indicator frame on gender is or is not adopted
as part of the SDG process, the scholarly engagement with this question has helped to
build connections and conceptual language that would not have come into being
without this debate. A dialectical opposition between measuring and not measuring
might have prevented this new exploration emerging. However, the negative capability
associated with measuring the unmeasurable has been fruitful.

Engagements with measuring the unmeasurable

The articles which follow all engage with one or more of the questions I have posed about
measuring the unmeasurable in education. Heinz Dieter Meyer shows that the search for
precision in education measurement, and disputes about whether this captures what we
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value in education, does not start with new public management or PISA. The debate has
roots that reach across centuries. The Aristotlean notion of phronesis is useful in clarifying
some of the unmeasurable facets of educational practice. Damiano Matasci traces the
history of UNESCO’s use of statistics to measure literacy in the 1940s and 1950s. He
shows how rights were central to the organisation’s orientation. At a time when colonial-
ism was still a major force and contested some of the focus on rights and equalities,
UNESCO sought to gain legitimacy through its use of what were claimed to be scientific
measures. David Clark draws on a review of the literature on the capability approach
and education. He evaluates a number of education capability lists, and contrasts what
they detail with some data gathered from surveys he conducted in poor communities
in South Africa. He suggests it may be possible to embrace the complexity and imprecision
involved in measuring education and responding to the aspirations of the poor, sketche-
ing a methodological framework for this. Emily Hannum, Ran Liu and Andrea Alvarado
Urbina discuss the ways in which poverty has been considered measurable in a number
of cross national education surveys, such as PISA, Southern and Eastern African Consor-
tium for Monitoring Education Quality (SACMEQ) and the Trends in International Math-
ematics and Science Study (TIMSS). They draw out some of the problems with the
questions asked and the responses received, and suggest some methodological steps
that are attentive to the vulnerabilities of poor children, and their ways of knowing
about education and deprivation. Niall Winters, Martin Oliver and Laurenz Lange show
how efforts to use new technologies to enhance training delivered to health workers
have tended to be linked with metrics of accountability and scale. These do not take
seriously the challenge of measuring better, which requires an appreciation of the
socio-cultural dynamics of learning or the importance of connection to the health
system. Nelly Stromquist documents new measures of academic outputs introduced in
US universities in the last decade. She shows how the metrics have divided an academic
community, separating research producers from teachers and leaving the question of how
to evaluate teaching adrift from how research is measured. In the final article in this collec-
tion, Stephanie Allais looks at indicators associated with measuring how higher education
contributes to society. She shows how the precision associated with current forms of
measurement does not address key questions needed in planning what proportion of
public resource should be spent on universities in countries such as South Africa, addres-
sing multiple inequalities. She argues, nonetheless, that acknowledging what is currently
unmeasurable but significant about the social value of higher education can help take dis-
cussion into productive terrain. Overall all the articles in this special issue show that the
questions of measuring the unmeasurable is being actively and critically canvassed
linked to particular terrains associated with inequality, injustice, and the contemporary
complexities and uncertainties of work in education.

This introductory article has considered the process of measuring the unmeasurable in
education as a form of creative negative capability. The discussion has shown that an
acknowledgement of the limits of what is measurable has been an element of the
history of debates around the use of education statistics, the SDGs and measuring
gender equality in education. But in each area, I have shown it has been possible,
under certain conditions, to keep open the dynamics of uncertainty and public scrutiny
of complexity. Whether it is possible and desirable to measure the unmeasurable in edu-
cation is not pre-given. There are examples that show that at particular moments this is a
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site of negative capability, but there are other examples that show perverse effects or
forms of closure. However, I consider a reflective approach to measuring the unmeasur-
able in education does enhance democratic, critical discussions about education data.
Opening up normative concerns of education with equality, wellbeing, agency and
public good to the possibilities of measuring the unmeasurable, have generally helped
expand understandings of these concepts. This may not always be the case when these
debates come to be co-opted by powerful organisations with ambiguous agendas. Thus
concerns will always remain to consider whose interests are advanced, and whose neg-
lected in discussions of measuring the unmeasurable. I have thus argued for work on
measuring the unmeasurable as a form of negative capability that can support gains in
knowledge, advocacy and more critical and reflective practice. It is a richly documented
analysis, like the articles that follow, that will help build our insight as to whether this is
indeed a productive form of uncertainty.
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