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Presentation 

 

Since the creation of modern education systems, the private sector has been involved 

in education activities. A broad range of private actors, such as religious schools, 

education entrepreneurs, families or community organizations have participated in 

activities of provision and funding of education in most countries on the planet. 

 

However, the presence of the private sector has varied between countries. Political 

factors, resources available and local traditions have influenced the relevance and the 

role that the private sector has played in different contexts. In developing countries, in 

the context of structural adjustment, education privatization measures were applied as 

a way of solving the financial crisis of heavily indebted states. However, currently, it 

seems that the development agenda for education is shifting from efficiency to 

competitiveness and access. Political imaginaries, such as ’knowledge based 

societies', and relevant international projects, such as Education for All, have 

contributed to this global shift. 

 

In this context, new arrangements between the state and private actors are emerging in 

the education field. These new arrangements are often introduced under the umbrella-

concept of Public Private Partnerships (PPPs). PPPs are defined as new forms of 

education governance that seek to correct inefficiencies in the public delivery of 

education services and to mobilize new resources to make education more effective. 

PPPs favour the entrance of new non-conventional private actors in the educational 

field, such as construction companies, software corporations, management services 

providers, etc. They also imply introducing reforms at the polity level. However, PPPs 



do not mean a radical withdrawal of the state from education (as radical privatization 

policies do), but the reconfiguration of the role of the state in education, and its 

relationship to the private sector. 

 

In developing country contexts, they have been drawn in as the key instrument for 

achieving the 'Education for All' targets and the Millenium Development Goals. 

Interestingly, international organizations and transnational actors are playing a central 

role in framing this proposal, as well as its implementation. Initiatives such as the 

Partnerships for Education, promoted by the World Economic Forum and UNESCO, 

and the reports on PPPs disseminated by the World Bank are good examples of the 

centrality acquired by this proposal in the global sphere. Furthermore, existing 

international education policy instruments such as Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers 

and the Fast Track Initiative reinforce the idea that implementing PPPs is the best way 

of achieving higher levels of education access for poor people in low-income 

countries. 

 

However, PPPs, as an analytical category, as well as a new mode of education 

governance, seem to be still under construction. There is no clear consensus on what 

the PPPs label means, or how the proposal should be implemented. Moreover, 

relevant questions of both political and academic relevance remain unanswered. 

 

The first set of questions refers to the dimensions of the policy change that PPPs 

trigger. Do PPPs actually represent a paradigm shift in the governance of education? 

How different are PPPs from traditional privatization policies? Are PPPs 'old wine in 

new bottles' or are they actually new ways of governance that implement different 

objectives than traditional privatization? In which way do PPPs imply significant 

changes in state - private sector relationships in education? 

 

A second set of questions refers to the conceptual struggles around the PPPs' 

proposal. How do different global education entrepreneurs (such as the OECD, WB, 

UNESCO or the WEF) understand the PPPs proposal? Are there conflicting mandates 

and agendas for PPPs in the global sphere? 

 

At the recontextualization level, how are the PPPs understood in different countries? 



Is their recontextualization contingent to the prevailing education regimes? Which 

external mechanisms are being activated to introduce this proposal in the national 

education agenda and priorities of governments? 

 

And last, but not least, at the level of outcomes, what are the intended effects of PPPs 

initiatives in terms of education equity, quality and efficiency? On the part of 

education stakeholders, what are the perceived effects of partnerships? What do 

experiences from the field say about these and other impact dimensions of PPPs?  

 

The PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS IN EDUCATION Seminar will contribute 

to providing tentative answers to these and to other questions. The conceptual and 

theoretical contributions, as well as the reflections from the field, will illuminate key 

aspects of the still ambiguous proposal of PPPs in education. 
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